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This dissertation examines the experiences of the “Post-Millennial” (those born after 1996) and 
“Millennial” (those born between 1981 - 1996) generations, as they pursue their dreams of 
studying, working and living in New York City. According to Karl Mannheim’s (1923) classic 
formulation, a “generation” can be perceived as a particular type of social location typified by 
common “patterns of experience and thought”. Through seventy-five in-depth interviews, the 
qualitative data revealed a social location characterized by a common pattern of “time is money” 
– as the German theorist Georg Simmel (1903) postulated more than a century ago – and stress as 
post-millennials and millennials pursue American success in the context of an expensive and 
competitive New York City. The interviews conducted reveal that for these new American 
generations, New York City is culturally understood as a “Dream City” where an “urban American 
Dream” can be achieved. As these dreams are pursued, a multitude of uncertainties and challenges 
are navigated across school, work, and housing in a period of early 21st century neoliberal 
capitalism. The interviewees commonly spoke about their challenges as centered in questions of 
time, money, freedom, and success.  As they offered narratives about their personal lives, a cultural 
language on feeling stressed, alienated and loneliness arose. I anticipated previously that I would 
discover high levels of anxiety, but this book revealed the operation of stress in young people’s 
everyday lives. The lived experiences of post-millennials and millennials in “Dream City” provide 
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Chapter 1: Introduction: A Tale of “Time is Money” and Stress in Dream City   
 
 




 In The Sociological Imagination, C. Wright Mills (1959) famously helped to rethink 
supposed divides between “private troubles” and “public issues”. By calling for a “sociological 
imagination”, Mills sought to push our boundaries of thinking so that we would be able to “grasp 
what is going on in the world, and to understand what is happening in [ourselves] as minute 
points of intersections of biography and history within society” (1959: 7). Interpreted in a new 
light, private troubles must be examined in relation to public issues and, vice versa, as a means of 
“grasping” the phenomena of the world.  
This dissertation takes up Mills’ call from more than a half-century ago by empirically 
examining the following research question in a pre-COVID-19 context: How do young people in 
New York City experience basic uncertainties of everyday material life that have arguably 
worsened for them in the decades of the 21st century? I anticipated previously that I would 
discover high levels of anxiety, but I prefer in this book to center the operation of stress in young 
people’s everyday lives compared with recent generations before them when it comes to 
navigating their experiences in school, their transitions between school and work, and their 
ability to find housing while undertaking both their educations and jobs. Further, I had aimed to 
substantiate an even broader argument: our contemporary zeitgeist may be one of historically 
more intense anxieties across social categories of age and other differences of race, gender, and 
even class.  
In conducting seventy-five in-depth interviews with members of the “Post-Millennial” 
and “Millennial” generations in New York City, the qualitative data revealed interviewees more 
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commonly articulated a language of everyday stress rather than anxiety (this is not to say that 
instances of anxiety did not come up). More specifically, following Karl Mannheim’s (1938) 
analysis of a “generation”, the qualitative data revealed that these two generations experience a 
social location characterized by a common pattern of “time is money”, a lá Simmel, and stress as 
post-millennials and millennials pursue American success in the context of an expensive and 
competitive New York City. 
Stress and anxiety may sometimes be used interchangeably in everyday conversations, 
but there are in fact important differences to account for. Stress is defined as “a physiological 
response connected to an external event”.1 It is a “natural response to a threat” (ibid). The 
external event denotes a stressor. This stressor may arise out of an uncertainty or challenge at 
school, work or a housing arrangement. Anxiety “has a cognitive element (worry) and a 
physiological response (stress), which means that we experience anxiety in both our mind and 
body” (ibid). The key difference between stress and anxiety is that with anxiety “there is no 
threat” (ibid). I am emphasizing here that stress and anxiety are not dichotomous. Rather, anxiety 
is a subjective internal state, where individuals can feel anxious. It is an emotional response to 
the correlate of stress. Stress is an internal subjective and external objective structural condition. 
This is an important distinction. I am calling attention to external conditions creating stresses that 
cannot be simply reduced just to the subjective.  
Further, anxiety is often interpreted as a deeply personal psychological and “private 
trouble”.  However, I am positing – recalling not only Mills but Emile Durkheim’s (1897) classic 
study of suicide as both social and psychological in its causes – that stress and anxiety are 
 




profoundly social phenomenon that deserve empirical investigation in the 21st century.  In 
“Social Structure & Anomie”, the sociologist Robert K. Merton (1938) contends that there is an 
“American stress” to achieve pecuniary success. In American society, the Horatio Alger “rags to 
riches” story of the American Dream is alive and well as the story centers the belief that anyone 
can work hard and become rich. Noting this, Merton argues that individuals become conformists 
and innovators as they pursue the cultural goal of American success. The innovator, however, 
feels a strain to succeed as they reject the socially approved institutional means to do so. In 
feeling this strain, the innovator innovates a criminal path to success – there is turn to illegality. 
This book is similar to Merton’s stress on the pursuit of the American Dream. It is different, 
however, to Merton as these young people do not turn to illegality to achieve American success. 
Instead, they turn to a psychosocial state of being: stress. In The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit 
of Capitalism, the German sociologist Max Weber (1905) notes how individuals are caught in an 
“iron cage” in the modern world. For Weber, capitalism, as a structure, brings about a culture of 
work and these structural conditions create psychological traps.  
At the broad level just suggested, many theorists have addressed the sociological roots of 
anxiety (Bauman 2006; Fromm 1941; Giddens 1991; Wilkinson 2001) and have contended that 
indeed this feeling has become heightened and exacerbated for many people in late modernity; 
anxieties appear in reaction to insecurities wedded to shifts from high modernity to liquid 
modernity, freedom, loneliness, existential dread, and risk societies.   
While a good number of theorists have discussed contemporary social anxieties in a 
sweeping manner, it is important to justify why my thesis is more narrowly and empirically 
focused in two ways. I specifically investigated the everyday experiences of so-called “Post-
Millennials” (ages 18-22) and “Millennials” (ages 24-30), as this dissertation is a study of young 
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people in the urban context of New York City --  a metropolis perceived by young people as a 
“Dream City” for it is a desirable place where an “urban American Dream” can be achieved. 
Why both these focal points? In sections that follow, I turn first to why I studied young people 
between the ages of 18 and 30 as they move from school to work, facing housing challenges 
along the way. Next, I turn to answering the question of why I chose to study young people’s 
feelings about material social problems they face in New York City as my research site. A third 
section presents the methodology employed for this dissertation. Following a methodology 
section, I provide a dissertation organization.  
 
Why Post-Millennials and Millennials?  
In researching this topic, I was surprised to notice much less sociological literature on 
young people in the 18 to 30 age group than I expected.  While older and more recent writings 
exist, there is surprisingly little (to nothing) that analyzes young people’s own stories about 
insecurities and uncertainties they are facing. Yet some sociologists (Chancer et al. 2018; 
Goldrick-Rab 2016; Kalleberg 2009; Silva 2013; Stern 2016) have documented the existence of 
intensifying challenges and anxieties more pronounced for young people in American society 
because of economic insecurities a decade after the 2008 fiscal crisis, technological changes 
resulting in job losses, and thew new ‘gig’ economy. Thus a main reason for studying youth is to 
fill in the sociological literature, using young people’s own voices, as to how they are 
experiencing rapid social and economic shifts happening around them. 
Young people have been referred to as the cultural generation of “Millennials.” However, 
this term begs investigation into how generational terms are used. According to Karl 
Mannheim’s classic formulation, a “generation” can be perceived as a particular type of social 
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location typified by common “patterns of experience and thought” (Mannheim 1952 [1923]). 
The US census defines a “millennial” as an individual born between 1981 and 1996 (or ages 25 
through 40) and a “post-millennial” or “Gen Z” as those born post-1996 (thus, ages 24 and 
under).  Also, the “millennial generation” has only recently begun to garner attention as a key 
American population that, according to the Pew Research Center, numerically superseded Baby 
Boomers in 2019 as America’s largest generation2.   
However, because I look at young people’s experiences of uncertainty and stress in 
several ‘day to day’ contexts -- school, work and housing – I decided to separate ‘post’ 
millennials from ‘millennials’ to study them chronologically as they experience transitions from 
diverse experiences in college to living and working post-college (or if they did not go to 
college). I decided to focus on two age groups, one 18-22 year olds and the other 24-30 year 
olds, to slightly narrow down the number of years separating the youngest and oldest people in 
my sample.  Unlike the work of Kalleberg, Stern and Chancer et al. (2018) which focuses on the 
economic and work experiences of young people, I study a range of ways – including their 
perceptions of schools and where they live – that young people experience in their lives and life 
chances.  In this respect, my thesis draws on Robert Putnam’s (2015) work on youth -- *Our 
Kids: The American Dream in Crisis* -- in broadly investigating cultural, social, and economic 
problems young people are facing.    
Thus this study draws from several other case studies of how millennials experience 
uncertainty in everyday life while stressing hearing from young people themselves about how 
 
2 See Richard Fry. 2020. “Millennials overtake Baby Boomers as America’s largest generation.” Pew Research 
Center April 28 https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2020/04/28/millennials-overtake-baby-boomers-as-
americas-largest-generation/  
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they encounter but also try to resolve problems in their lives prior to the advent of a COVID-19 
pandemic.  
In Chapter 3, I proceed by first talking to young people about college experiences at 
different schools; this was inspired by my own teaching experiences at both a public and private 
university (CUNY and NYU specifically), and by my suspicions that indeed students across both 
these educational contexts are often feeling intensely stressed about grades and their job 
prospects.  
Following this, in chapter 4, I talk to young people, those between the ages of 24 and 30, 
about jobs, and their school to work transitions, so as to investigate how young people are 
finding life after graduation and to see if going to a public or private school seems to have made 
any differences. This focus is also justified by literatures on precarity (Chancer et al 2018; 
Kalleberg 2009; Ravenelle 2019; Stern 2016) suggesting that indeed young people face 
worsened chances of finding stable ‘good’ jobs than in previous decades.  
In chapter 5, I talk to young people about their housing related experiences since this can 
be a difficult and challenging prospect in and of itself -- especially (but not only) in an expensive 
urban context like New York. In this expensive context, millennials commonly live with 
roommates. Some can live alone. More young people than in previous generations, however, are 
living with their parents, a phenomenon described by Houle and Warner (2017) as 
“boomeranging”3; the Pew Research Center reports that 12% of 25- to 35-year-old millennials 
were living in their parents’ home in 2010. By 2016, this rate had jumped to 15% making 
 
3Jason Houle and Cody Warner. 2017. “Into the Red and Back to the Nest? Student Debt, College Completion, and 
Returning to the Parental Home among Young Adults.” Sociology of Education 90(1): 89-108. 
http://www.asanet.org/sites/default/files/attach/journals/jan17soefeature.pdf 
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millennials the generation most likely to live at home.4 In other words, roughly 7 million 25- to 
35-year-old young people were living with their parents in 2016. This makes it likely that this 
arena, too, has greatly changed for young people in recent decades.  
As I explain in the methodology section below, because I am looking at schooling, jobs 
and housing, I examine two groups of young people who are separated at least to some extent by 
class differences in each of my three categories. Class differences are investigated, in the realm 
of schooling, by talking to young people who attend both private and public colleges. In the 
realm of jobs, I talk to young people who work across a wide variety of major sectors in New 
York such as government, construction, technology and hospitality; each of which come laden 
with class and symbolic power dynamics. In the realm of housing, I talk to young people about 
their diverse housing cultural patterns: roommate poker, going solo, and all in the family. Each 
of these housing cultural patterns are anchored in class differences as their jobs, class position 
and income effects their freedom to choose where they want to live depending on the price of 
rent, especially in desirable urban neighborhoods that have been gentrified.  
Overall, I map out collective patterns of “experience and thought” (as Mannheim refers to 
generations) to see what is distinctive about American post-Millennials and Millennials in the 
18-30 age group. It is important to emphasize that I did not assume that the young people I 
interviewed felt uncertainties or anxieties. Rather, I hoped to see whether my guess about this 
was correct. I asked across the interviews – so as not to assume what I am investigating – what 
these young people do for fun and what is enjoyable about their lives in New York City. Young 
 
4 Richard Fry. 2017. “It’s Becoming More Common for Young Adults to Live at Home – and For Longer Stretches.” 
Pew Research Center May 5 http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2017/05/05/its-becoming-more-common-for-
young-adults-to-live-at-home-and-for-longer-stretches/  
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people spoke commonly about stresses they experienced and how they navigated them across 
school, work and housing in their day-to-day experiences.  
Thus, empirically and analytically, this project takes up its own scholarly challenge of 
studying what exactly the millennial and post-millennial generations experience as they navigate 
the spheres of school, work, and housing in New York City. As the following chapters indicate, 
collective patterns of “time is money” and stress germinated across these different spheres of 
social life as each of the young people I spoke to attempted to achieve their dreams of “making 
it” in dream city.  
 
Why Post-Millennials and Millennials in New York City?  
In this section, I explain my choice of New York City as my main research locale. My 
reasons have to do with New York City having become a place to which young people are both 
attracted because of increased desirability over the last few decades, and where they 
simultaneously confront heightened challenges when it comes to school, jobs, and housing.  
In terms of advantages, New York City’s population boomed significantly in the last few 
years; in 2010, the Census reported a total population of 8.1 million New Yorkers.  This 
consolidated New York’s place as the most populous American city even though the figure was 
rapidly eclipsed by a half a million population increase in the span of seven years; by 2017 the 
U.S. Census Bureau reported 8,622,698 people living in the proverbial ‘big apple’.5 This growth 
is so pronounced that the bureau noted emphatically, “The city has not witnessed such a robust 
pace of growth in over a half-century.”6 As is germane to this dissertation, population boom has 
 
5 Department of City Planning. 2018. “Current and Projected Populations.” City of New York 
https://www1.nyc.gov/site/planning/data-maps/nyc-population/current-future-populations.page  
6 Ibid.  
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been accompanied by a slow but steady and ongoing advent of exceptionally low crime rates. 
Almost thirty years ago, there were 2,245 murders in New York just in 1990 alone. At the 
closing of 2017, there were 286 in a city of over 8.6 million, which The New York Times noted as 
a marker of the city’s “ ‘tiptoeing’ toward a 90 percent crime decline”7 since the more dangerous 
1990s. Moreover, the historic crime dip has taken New York to a “level not seen since the 
1950s.”  
While crime has dropped precipitously, the city’s economy--like its population--is 
booming. According to the state comptroller, Thomas DiNapoli, roughly 700,000 jobs were 
added between 2009 and 2017 in New York. Equally important, notes DiNapoli, it’s “the largest 
and longest expansion since World War II”. As for growth since the 2008 recession and prior to 
COVID-19 in 2020, “Employment in the city increased by 18.9 percent.”8 Given this strength in 
the job market, New York has come to be experienced and thought about by many people as a 
very desirable place to live – an altered image that has certainly made its way into popular 
culture depictions known by young people. Among such depictions are the drama themed Girls 
(2012-2017), the comedic How I Met Your Mother (2005-2014), Broad City (2014-2019) and 
Master of None (2015-present): each represent New York as young, expensive and tough, but all 
the while captivating, glamorous, and, indeed, desirable. Rent may always be due the first of the 
month, but New York conjures up exciting images of the city that never sleeps.   
Thus, through the years of Giuliani, Bloomberg, and mostly continuing into the de Blasio 
mayoralty, New Yorkers came to feel safer living, working, and playing in this post-Fordist 
global city (Sassen 1991). Services and financial goods provided for everyday needs of the 
 
7 Ashley Southall. 2017. “Crime in New York City Plunges to a Level Not Seen Since the 1950s.” The New York Times 
December 27 https://www.nytimes.com/2017/12/27/nyregion/new-york-city-crime-2017.html  
8 Kirstan Conley. 2018. “NYC Just Saw Its Biggest Economic Boom in 70 Years.” The New York Post February 22 
https://nypost.com/2018/02/22/nyc-just-saw-its-biggest-economic-boom-in-70-years/  
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consuming masses, many of whom have had burgeoning middle-class tastes (Zukin 2010) -- 
whether those tastes involved going to Smorgasburg in gentrified Williamsburg on Saturdays or 
choosing the best schools for their children. Turning to school indeed, according to Census data 
on public schooling, both the state of New York and the City of New York spend more money 
per-student than any other US state: roughly $21,206 and $21,980, respectively, for the 2015 
fiscal year.9 The public high schools across the boroughs are competitive as well, as also 
desirable, as are (even more) the specialized ones of Stuyvesant, Bronx Science, and Brooklyn 
Tech high schools. As New York families seek out great high schools to prepare their children 
for college, they also find that their children’s choices for higher education in university and for 
graduate work may be conveniently located right in their own backyard: Columbia, NYU and 
stellar senior colleges in the CUNY system, all of which promise social mobility10 and are 
continually ranked as some of the best colleges in the country.11  
Overall, then, New York City appears – whether or not they grew up in in New York – as 
the embodiment of the “good life” studying, living and working in a booming and safe 
metropolis. How, though, does this relate more specifically to post-millennials and millennials in 
the 18 to 30 age range?  For one thing, it can be argued that culturally, New York City in recent 
decades – reflecting crime declines and a great deal of related publicity – has come to symbolize 
a particular kind of young person’s ‘urban American Dream.’ For many young people New York 
and San Francisco, among other urban centers, have become newly ‘cool’ and even 
 
9 Selim Algar. 2017. “NY Spends More Money Per-Student Than Any Other US State.” The New York Post June 14 
https://nypost.com/2017/06/14/ny-spends-more-money-per-student-than-any-other-us-state/  
10 CUNY. 2016. “CUNY Graduates Lead Nation in 2016 Social Mobility Index.” December 13 
http://www1.cuny.edu/mu/forum/2016/12/13/cuny-graduates-lead-nation-in-2016-social-mobility-index/; 
Leonhardt David. 2017. “America’s Great Working-Class Colleges.” The New York Times January 18 
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/01/18/opinion/sunday/americas-great-working-class-colleges.html  
11 U.S. News & World Report. 2018. “Best Colleges in New York.” https://www.usnews.com/best-colleges/ny 
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romanticized.  In the case of New York, again, this status has been stereotypically reinforced, 
nationally and internationally, by popular cultural representations like those previously 
mentioned.    
And yet, underneath this veneer of the good life lies uncertainty that seeps into the very 
fabric of everyday life: the future also looks, at one and the same time, increasingly uncertain to 
millennials in a rapidly changing urban context. For this reason, too, New York City is a good 
place to study young people: this mix of an increasingly ‘cool’ and romantic image is coupled 
with heightened challenges and uncertainties that have also been unfolding; when it comes to 
shifting aspects of school, jobs, and real estate, the “dream” bumps up against sobering realities.   
 What are the challenges more specifically, though, facing young people in New York 
City? Starting with education, tuitions at private colleges like New York University have 
increased to upwards of $75,000 a year12. While the situation at the City University of New York 
is far less alarming – in 2018 it cost $6,730 a year for NY State residents and $18,000 a year for 
out-of-state residents – although state disinvestment (Fabricant & Brier 2016) has germinated 
steadily as tuitions have risen over the years.13 This has translated into added fiscal burdens for 
poor and working-class students who turn to part-time studying and student loans, a trend that 
goes along with national concerns about steadily rising and sometimes overwhelming levels of 
student debt that has surpassed the trillion dollar mark in 2020.14 The experience of navigating 
 
12 Tuition for the 2018-2019 year is $51,828 and room and board amounts to $18,156. In addition, students are 
expected to account for books, transportation and personal expenses which translates into a rough aggregate 
estimate of $75,000 a year. See NYU. 2018. “Cost of Attendance 2018-2019.” 
https://www.nyu.edu/admissions/financial-aid-and-scholarships/tuitiongeneral.html  
13 Entering NY State resident freshmen to Hunter College in 2007 were tasked with paying $4,830 in tuition fees for 
the year. See Hunter College. 2018. “Enrollment, Tuition and Fees, Financial Aid: Undergraduate Archived Catalog”. 
http://catalog.hunter.cuny.edu/content.php?catoid=6&navoid=251  
14 Zack Friedman. 2020. “Student Loan Debt Statistics in 2020: A Record $1.6 Trillion”. Forbes February 3 
https://www.forbes.com/sites/zackfriedman/2020/02/03/student-loan-debt-statistics/?sh=143f58cd281f  
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these fiscal burdens of paying  tuition, amassing student debt, and working part-time (and 
sometime full-time jobs) for post-millennials as they pursue American success are explored in 
Chapter 3.  
Turning to the labor market, there are challenges despite the boom in jobs. The February 
2018 report from the Office of the New York State Comptroller indicates that even as job growth 
is spearheaded by the business (specifically technology and media jobs), hospitality, and health 
industries, they have atrophied in the manufacturing, retail, and information sectors. Most 
notably, the report indicates that while the “unemployment rate averaged 4.5 percent during 
2017” in New York City and was in fact “less than half the peak reached during” the post-2008 
recession, young people’s unemployment situation is much worse. As the report clearly states, 
“The unemployment rate for people aged 18 to 24 was three times higher (11.6 percent) than for 
all other workers (3.6 percent)”.15 Looking for work, finding good pay to survive, and pursuing 
dream jobs in dream city through the cultural patterns of “workaholics” and “hustlers” become 
challenges in themselves, as millennials articulate in Chapter 4.  
The problems of day-to-day material life in New York for young people are not limited, 
of course, to education and work. For one thing, according to a 2017 report by the real estate 
company StreetEasy, “From 2010 to 2017, New York City rents rose twice as fast as wages.”16 
In addition, rents are up 33 percent from 2010. Framing this in a different light, StreetEasy 
reports: “On average, an apartment asking $2,000 per month for rent in 2010 would now ask 
$2,657 per month.” Despite these increases, people still come to live in New York whether they 
seek to rent or with the intention of buying. And buying is hot in New York. StreetEasy reports 
 
15 See Office of the New York State Comptroller. 2018. “New York City Employment Trends.” 
https://osc.state.ny.us/osdc/rpt10-2018.pdf   
16 Grant Long. 2017. “The Widening Gap: Rents and Wages in New York City.” StreetEasy 
https://wp.zillowstatic.com/streeteasy/2/2017-StreetEasy-Rent-Affordability-Report-467583.pdf  
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that in 2017, the “top 10” neighborhoods for buyer’s markets—with asking prices easily over 1 
million—were almost all located in Manhattan except one: Long Island City in Queens.17 The 
expensive rents and sale prices for apartments and homes has meant that young people often find 
themselves, willy-nilly, living with roommates – a key cultural pattern in dream city. Millennials 
move in with other like-minded millennials to share and split the costs of renting an apartment – 
an experience I frame as “roommate poker”.  A few manage to find a home to themselves, as 
they go solo and avoid roommate poker and boomeranging (Fry 2017; Houle and Warner 2017). 
Having to move back in with their parents after college and live with them even well into their 
late 20s, some millennials perceive this as a vital resource in an expensive city. Across these 
different housing arrangements, millennials find that the dream of living in New York generates 
a plethora of challenges as is revealed in Chapter 5.   
Thus, real fiscal challenges stemming in the arenas of education, work, and housing have 
called into question whether life in New York City is indeed young people’s “urban American 
Dream” in terms of opportunities and commodified pleasures available to them. For all these 
reasons, studying young people’s experiences in New York City, or as I refer to it in this 
dissertation, “Dream City”, -- the advantages and disadvantages they recently face, and how they 
deal with them – seems to cry out for further sociological investigation. I now turn to how I 
conducted this study methodologically.  
 
Methodology of this Study 
 This dissertation employs a methodology rooted in semi-structured, open-ended, in-depth 
interviews (n=75). I conducted three sets of semi-structured in-depth interviews, each consisting 
 
17 Grant Long. 2017. “The Top Markets for NYC Buyers and Sellers in 2018.” StreetEasy 
https://streeteasy.com/blog/best-home-buyers-and-sellers-markets-nyc/  
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of twenty-five interviews for education, work, and housing experiences. Snowball sampling was 
utilized across the different sets of interviews, as young people provided contacts across the five 
boroughs for each set of interviews. IRB approval was granted in mid-2019 and the interviews 
took a span of one year to complete. IRB consent forms were physically provided to each 
interviewee and were given a physical copy. Consent forms were signed at the time of interview. 
Participants were given the opportunity to decline the recording of interviews. A few 
interviewees declined recording of interviews for confidentiality and anonymity, but allowed for 
the writing of field notes for data analysis. All interviews presented in this dissertation use 
pseudonyms to protect the identity of participants. Two flyers were created for recruitment. One 
flyer recruited participants for the education interviews (currently enrolled undergraduates 
between the ages of 18-22) and the second flyer recruited participants (ages 24-30) for the work 
and housing interviews (participants were required to live and work in the five boroughs). The 
education flyer was posted across CUNY schools and the work/housing flyer was posted in 
coffee shops in the neighborhoods of Astoria, Queens and Williamsburg, Brooklyn as these have 
undergone gentrification.  
In Chapter 3, I provide the first set of twenty-five interviews. I investigated how post-
millennials (ages 18-22) articulated the enjoyable aspects and challenges, as well as 
uncertainties, of navigating college. The first set of interviews (n=25) study post-millennial 
students from CUNY, NYU, and Columbia University, to gauge the similarities and differences 
that arise as they experience the uncertainties of navigating school across the class spectrum 
(CUNY being public while NYU and Columbia are private).  
 In Chapter 4, the second set of interviews explore how millennials (ages 24-30) 
articulate the enjoyable aspects and challenges of working. In the second set of interviews 
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(n=25), I analyze work experiences and further foreground class differences by conducting 
interviews of millennials across a wide variety of labor sectors: government, construction, 
technology and hospitality. Each of these labor sectors are characterized by differing hours, rates 
of pay, union membership or lack thereof, benefits, and power relationships.  
In chapter 5, the third set of interviews study how millennials face the enjoyable aspects 
and challenges of different housing arrangements. This third set of interviews (n=25) dissect 
different housing experiences of millennials I interviewed living in neighborhoods across 
Manhattan, the Bronx, Brooklyn and Queens. Specifically, through snowball sampling, many of 
the research participants interviewed lived in gentrifying and gentrified neighborhoods, 
particularly, Astoria in Queens and Williamsburg in Brooklyn – the former is less expensive18 
and gentrifying while the latter is expensive, well to do, and gentrified. Both Astoria and 
Williamsburg have high concentrations of millennials. A few of the interviewees in the sample 
lived in suburban neighborhoods in the outer boroughs, which provide an analysis of what is 
distinctive between urban and suburban neighborhoods as millennials discuss freedom and 
community.   
Interviews  
A total of seventy-five semi-structured in-depth interviews were conducted. Each 
interview averaged two hours of interview time and inquired how post-millennials and 
millennials articulate their everyday enjoyable aspects and challenges as they navigate the 
institutions of school, work, and housing in New York City.   
 
I. School  
 
18 Median asking rent for a one-bedroom apartment in Astoria is $1,900 a month, while in Williamsburg it is $2,800 
for 2018. Source: www.StreetEasy.com    
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Starting with the case study of school, I interviewed post-millennial undergraduate students 
(ages 18-22) from the City University of New York, New York University, and Columbia 
University/Barnard College to understand what their everyday enjoyable aspects and challenges 
are in institutions that are conceptualized as vectors of social mobility in New York and 
American social life. By interviewing students from the public institution of CUNY and from the 
private institutions of NYU and Columbia, I used the interview data to find patterns of 
similarities and differences in everyday challenges and uncertainties through the construction of 
a public/private dichotomy as CUNY is the largest urban public university system in the City of 
New York with over 274,000 students19 (as well as the country)20 and New York University is 
the largest private university in New York with over 28,000 undergraduates21. Columbia 
University is a prestigious Ivy League university and total enrollment across its undergraduate 
and graduate schools was 33,413 in Fall 2019.22  
Specifically, I ask: What have been some of the enjoyable aspects of college? What clubs or 
extra-curricular activities have you joined? What is life like at this college? Are there challenges 
at this school? Are there uncertainties in your life?  
 
II. Work 
In the second case study, interviews were conducted of millennials (ages 24-30) in New York 
working in both part-time and full-time capacities across the class strata. Interviewees worked as 
 
19 CUNY Office of Institutional Research and Assessment. 2018. 
https://www.cuny.edu/irdatabook/rpts2_AY_current/ENRL_0001_UGGR_FTPT.rpt.pdf  
20 CUNY. 2018. “About”. http://www2.cuny.edu/about/university-resources/yes-we-can/about/  
21 New York University. 2018. “NYU at a Glance.” https://www.nyu.edu/about/news-publications/nyu-at-a-
glance.html  
22 Columbia University. 2020. “Headcount Enrollment by School, Race/Ethnicity, and Citizenship, Fall 2019.” Office 
of the Provost 
https://opir.columbia.edu/sites/default/files/content/Statistical%20Abstract/opir_enrollment_ethnicity.pdf 
 17 
dishwashers, servers, hotel front desk agents, painters, social workers, teachers, managers, 
lawyers, government employees, and coders. By interviewing millennials across the class strata, 
I analyzed the meaning-making laborers create in the everyday in post-industrial capitalism 
(Ocejo 2017), but also moved beyond this to investigate what the quotidian challenges and 
uncertainties are for workers. I paid close attention to what was distinctively similar and different 
across these different jobs and concomitant labor sectors, which revealed the cultural patterns of 
workaholics and hustlers.   
In the interviews, I ask: What are some of the enjoyable aspects of work? What led you into 
this field of work? How is your college education related to this job? Are there challenges at this 
job? What uncertainties do you experience outside of work?    
III. Housing 
In the third and last case study, I interviewed millennials (ages 24-30) living in gentrifying 
and gentrified neighborhoods with high concentration of millennials. Through snowball 
sampling, some of the participants lived in suburban neighborhoods in the outer boroughs. 
Across the twenty-five interviews, millennials articulated three distinctive types of housing 
cultural patterns: roommate poker, going solo, and all in the family. Using Social Explorer, I 
analyzed the U.S. Census’s 2016 American Community Survey to map out and provide a visual 
rendering of the variable “Total Population: 18 to 34 Years” in the City of New York as means 
of understanding where young people are concentrated geographically in large percentages. The 
table below offers that data: 
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Table 1. Census Tracts with 40% to 60% of Total Population Between 18 to 34 Years of Age, 
ACS 2016  
 
According to the Social Explorer map, millennials are strongly concentrated (40% to 60% of the 
total population) where the green shaded census tracts are found: Astoria in Queens and 
Williamsburg in Brooklyn --- both of which have undergone varying forms of gentrification.  
In light of this, I interviewed millennials from these neighborhoods as they deal with 
neighborhood desirability, freedom, paying rent, convenience, and community. In addition, I 
explored everyday challenges and uncertainties of finding housing, rent increases, sharing 
apartments, living alone, living with parents and community construction.  
I thus asked: What do you enjoy about this neighborhood? What are the enjoyable aspects 
of living with roommates? What are the enjoyable aspects of living alone? What are the 
enjoyable aspects of living with parents? Are there challenges to living with roommates, alone, 





 This dissertation is organized as follows: Chapter 2, “Literature Review: Providing 
Background and a Larger Picture on Education, Work and Housing”, explores the literature that 
provides a background and larger picture analysis on the fields of education, work, and housing 
in both the national and local context of New York City. Chapter 3, “College Dreams & 
Realities: When Time is Money in the New York Metropolis”, investigates the enjoyable 
aspects, challenges and uncertainties of going to college in dream city for the post-millennial 
generation. Chapter 4, “Workaholics and Hustlers Pursue the Dream of American Success”, 
dissects the enjoyable aspects, challenges, and uncertainties of the millennial generation as they 
enter and navigate the labor market. Chapter 5, “The Good, The Bad and the Ugly: Millennials 
Search for a Home in Dream City”, provides an analysis of millennials navigating different 
housing cultural patterns --- roommate poker, going solo, and all in the family ---  that each offer 
enjoyable aspects, challenges and uncertainties. Across chapters three, four and five, the 
interviews reveal a distinctive centering of cultural patterns of “time is money” and stress as the 
post-millennial and millennial generations pursue American success. In Chapter 6, “Coda: 
Dreams, Time, Stress, and Rethinking American Success”, I provide a discussion that reflects on 
power in American social life and policy implications as the experiences of these new 
generations offer a rethinking of dreams, time, stress and success across the institutions of 





Chapter 2: Literature Review: Providing Background and a Larger Picture on Education, 
Work and Housing  
 
The literature review that follows provides background and a larger picture on the fields of 
education, work, and housing. Specifically, the literature review notes what is distinctive about 
each of these fields as they have changed throughout the twentieth century and into the twenty-
first. Further, careful attention is paid to how these changes are affecting both post-millennial and 
millennial generations across the national context and local context of New York City. A 
theoretical framing is provided after the literature review.  
 
Education 
In the last several years, prior to the advent of the Covid-19 pandemic, numerous 
newspaper articles, academic reports, and books have indicated the critical role of higher education 
in the United States for upward mobility and economic success in American social life. For 
instance, CNN reports that “College grads earn $30,000 a year more than people with just a high 
school degree.”1 
The Washington Post, citing a 2016 report by the College Board, notes “The median 
graduate of a four-year college can expect to earn as much right after leaving campus as the median 
high school graduate at age 34”.2 David Leonhardt, writing for the New York Times, investigates 
the often publicly debated query “Is college worth it?” and finds (citing statistics from the US 
 
1 Anna Bahney. 2019. “College grads earn $30,000 a year more than people with just a high school degree”. CNN 
June 6 https://www.cnn.com/2019/06/06/success/college-worth-it/index.html 




Labor Department) that  “Americans with four-year college degrees made 98 percent more an hour 
on average in 2013 than people without a degree. That’s up from 89 percent five years earlier, 85 
percent a decade earlier and 64 percent in the early 1980s.”3 To the casual observer and to the 
masses of young people thinking ahead of their financial futures, all social, cultural, economic 
indicators point to the importance of higher education – even in the wake of higher college costs 
and, for many students, the individual responsibility of amassing hefty student loans. 
Sophia Alvarez Boyd, reporting for National Public Radio (NPR), thus asks “Which 
Colleges Might Give You The Best Bang for Your Buck?” Using data from the Harvard Economist 
Raj Chetty’s Equality of Opportunity Project, Boyd writes that economic mobility –especially for 
low-income students – in American social life is spearheaded by a college education.4 This upward 
mobility is particularly pronounced if a student attends what Chetty dubs “mid-tier public schools” 
such as the California State University or the City University of New York (CUNY) systems. 
University systems, public and private alike, are understood by the public as engines that take 
individual lives out of economic insecurity and provide a path to middle-class stability or even 
elite social spaces. Sociologists define “class”, as the “sociological concept that refers to a group 
of people who share a similar social and economic position in society.”5 Indeed, the City 
University of New York system, as the largest urban public university system in the nation, has 
been historically understood as the “Harvard of the Proletariat” as it has educated generations of 
poor, working-class, immigrant and US-born students from all ethnoracial backgrounds. Chetty’s 
research reveals that CUNY has a mobility rate of 7.2% placing it sixth in the “mid-tier” public 
 
3 David Leonhardt. 2014. “Is College Worth it? Clearly, New Data Say.” The New York Times May 27 
https://www.nytimes.com/2014/05/27/upshot/is-college-worth-it-clearly-new-data-say.html 
4 Sophia Alvarez Boyd. 2017. “Which Colleges Might Give You The Best Bang For Your Buck?” NPR February 26 
https://www.npr.org/sections/ed/2017/02/26/509341650/which-colleges-might-give-you-the-best-bang-for-your-
buck 
5 Jeff Manza. 2018. The Sociology Project 2.5. Hoboken, NJ: Pearson. 
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universities with the highest mobility rates. Moreover, 28.7% of all students at CUNY came from 
the lowest 20% of the income bracket and 25.2% of low-income students had advanced to the top 
20% of the income bracket by their early 30s.  
In “America’s Great Working-Class Colleges”, David Leonhardt further analyzes Chetty’s 
research on mobility and adds that the “City University of New York system propelled almost six 
times as many low-income students into the middle class and beyond as all eight Ivy League 
campuses, plus Duke, M.I.T., Stanford and Chicago, combined.”6 The proof is in the pudding: 
CUNY, state universities, and prestigious private universities are delivering on their promise to 
young people of economic mobility – some more than others. Looking at the question of higher 
education from a different angle, the evidence indicates that a young person’s college years matter 
as they are linked to life chances and outcomes.  
In The Years That Matter Most: How College Makes or Breaks Us, the journalist Paul 
Tough centers the role of college in young people’s lives as they endeavor to successfully graduate, 
transition into the labor force, and be upwardly mobile. Tough, like Alvarez Boyd and Leonhardt, 
references Chetty’s work to emphasize the role of higher education in social mobility in the US. 
However, Tough critiques the upward mobility framing to foreground how, as a structure, higher 
education germinates inequality amongst young people. Instead of fostering economic mobility, 
the higher education system is “an obstacle to mobility, an instrument that reinforces a rigid social 
hierarchy and prevents them from moving beyond the circumstances of their birth.” In fact, 
Chetty’s research indicates that “rich and poor students are not attending the same colleges”. 
Further, Tough (2019) notes: “Nationally, only 60 percent of students who start a four-year degree 
manage to graduate in six”.  
 
6 David Leonhardt. 2017. “America’s Great Working-Class Colleges”. The New York Times January 18 
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/01/18/opinion/sunday/americas-great-working-class-colleges.html 
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The inequality embedded in higher education is equally perceived through opportunity 
hoarding and social closure practices of the upper middle-class (the top 20%), such as legacy 
admission policies outlined in Richard Reeves’ (2017) Dream Hoarders: How the American 
Upper Middle Class is Leaving Everyone Else in the Dust, Why That Is a Problem, and What To 
Do About It. In a legacy admission scenario, a college applicant to a prestigious university such as 
Yale will have a significantly higher probability of being accepted if one of their parents is an 
alumnus of Yale.  
The growing and alarming class and racial gap in American higher education is further 
explored in Our Kids: The American Dream in Crisis. Robert D. Putnam (2015) foregrounds an 
argument of a class-based opportunity gap in American society which has thrown the American 
Dream into a state of crisis. The class inequality that has manifested in the last several decades, as 
the nation shifted from a manufacturing economy to a service economy, has engendered a social 
reality where atomization ripples through the very fabric of the everyday.  
Using his hometown of Port Clinton, Ohio, to catalyze his analysis, Putnam contends that the 
post-WWII prosperity that once existed has given way to entrenched class divisions as Port Clinton 
has become a 21st century tale of two cities: the well-to-do and the poor/working-class 
communities do not interact as they did in the past. This “de facto segregation of Americans along 
class lines” (37) bodes ill for the future as class divisions are wedded to racial divisions especially 
in spaces like Orange County, California that are the epitome of the reproduction of difference and 
inequality, writes Putnam. Both in Port Clinton and in Orange County, underprivileged youth are 
more likely to attend poorly funded high schools and experience higher drop-out rates while youth 
of higher-class echelons can benefit from well-funded high schools and admissions to elite 
universities --- both of which are undergirded by a concerted cultivation provided by middle-class 
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families (Lareau 2002). While Putnam’s analysis of metastasizing class divisions in American 
society studies the manifestation of uncertainty and fear that youth feel as they go to school in 
places like Santa Ana in Orange County, which have a strong presence of gang activity and 
unsupportive teachers and administrators, what is missing is an investigation of the emotions of 
anger and betrayal.  
In Coming Up Short: Working-Class Adulthood in An Age of Uncertainty, Jennifer Silva 
(2013) helps us understand that students go to college with hopes that they will find an area of 
study that they are truly passionate about and thereby find a career that complements such passions. 
However, Silva’s in-depth interviews indicate that working-class students who to college for the 
first time end up struggling to graduate and for those who do successfully graduate they are saddled 
with massive student loans. Further, Silva contends that as working-class individuals transition 
into adulthood through the institution of higher education---whether they graduated or not---their 
transition becomes riddled with feelings of anger and betrayal as they find that the university 
promised them they could study anything, prepare them for adulthood, and would end up being 
successful in life.  
And yet, their lives proved to be anything but in an age of economic uncertainty following the 
Great Recession of 2008. Feeling betrayed by the institution of higher education, Silva finds that 
her working-class interviewees adopted a rugged individualistic mentality that is rooted in a 
neoliberal cultural logic: in order to navigate adulthood they must ultimately depend on themselves 
and be masters of their own ship. This rugged individualism guides their everyday social 
interactions in the social spheres of school, unstable low-pay service work, and tenuous 
relationships, which produces a world of loneliness and uncertainty where they feel they can only 
ultimately depend on themselves to get through adulthood.  
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In College (Un)Bound: The Future of Higher Education and What It Means for Students, 
Jeffrey Selingo (2013) advances this discussion of the uncertainty plaguing the transition to 
adulthood through the institution of higher education by moving beyond feelings of anger and 
betrayal to public anxiety as colleges have become ever more expensive, student loan debt 
continues to amass, and the dropout rates remain entrenched. For Selingo, higher education is 
broken in light of it being run as a business that seeks to attract more “customers” at exorbitant 
prices, these “customers” are then saddled with student loans in the tens of thousands of dollars, 
and the national annual dropout rate remains at 400,000 (xvi). More specifically, “Only 55 percent 
of students who entered college in the fall of 2008 had earned a degree or certificate by the spring 
of 2014” (xii). What Selingo’s work indicates quite astutely is that young people’s transition into 
adulthood is becoming deeply problematized as they are burdened by the costs of higher education 
and, much like Silva (2013) argues, whether they dropout or graduate, they are then subordinated 
to a yoke of insecure low-wage service work.  
Higher education is perceived as a key vector for social mobility in American life, especially 
when it comes to lifting poor and working-class students into a life of middle-class stability. In 
Austerity Blues: Fighting for the Soul of Public Higher Education, Mike Fabricant and Stephen 
Brier (2016) --- both of whom are educators in the City University of New York system --- reaffirm 
that upward mobility through higher education was powerfully spearheaded in the post-World War 
II period, as millions of Americans were given access to an affordable and quality public education. 
Both scholars, however, note that since the 1980s there has been an egregious attack on public 
higher education given the advent of austerity measures that have stripped these public institutions 
of much needed state investment.  
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Fabricant & Brier (2016) map the shift towards the construction of the neoliberal public 
university by specifically noting: “CUNY experienced a 40 percent drop in state funding per 
student between 1992 and 2012” (92). This disinvestment by state governments, like New York, 
have had deleterious effects across the board in the quality and conditions of public institutions 
such as CUNY. Some of these are “the rationing of high demand courses, major disruptions and 
delays in degree completion and time to degree, overcrowded classrooms, decayed physical plants, 
and a rapid expansion in the number of part-time faculty” (93). These structural shifts in higher 
education indicate to Fabricant & Brier that what was once a pillar of producing social equality 
amongst different races and classes of people has now become an engine of reproducing inequality. 
The germination of stratification in academia is evidenced in the contemporary period, the 
educational scholars write, by a chronic “reliance on tuition for institutional revenue” (121) which 
detrimentally impacts poor and working-class students of color the most in their ability to 
successfully graduate --- given that they must juggle the responsibilities of part-time work 
alongside part-time school --- and achieve upward mobility in American life as previous 
generations did.  
In Paying the Price: College Costs, Financial Aid, and the Betrayal of the American 
Dream, sociologist Sara Goldrick-Rab (2016) equally sounds the alarm on state retrenchment in 
funding public higher education. Goldrick-Rab, however, contends that young people have been 
betrayed by the American Dream not just by cuts in funding, which creates uncertainty over access 
to financial aid, but more importantly paying for college in an epoch of exponential college costs. 
What is distinctive in the late modern period of the 21st century capitalism is the personal 
responsibility young people (and their families) take to acquire educational capital in the form of 
a college degree even if it means accruing exorbitant amounts of student loan debt. According to 
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Forbes, “There are 45 million borrowers who collectively owe nearly $1.6 trillion in student loan 
debt in the US”7 in 2020. This debt crisis is actively creating an uncertain future for millions of 
young people as their adulthood seems ever more uncertain in their endeavor to successfully 
complete college and, consequently, secure a well-paying job to pay back their debts. The crisis of 
higher education can be studied through lack of state funding and a trillion-dollar debt crisis, 
although in the everyday lives of young people there is also a serious social issue of food insecurity 
as Goldrick-Rab’s research reveals that “An estimated half of all college students struggle with 
food insecurity”8 as they navigate college life in public and private universities. Successfully 
completing college becomes ever more challenging when students are facing the decision to either 
pay tuition or go hungry.  
If we take together collectively the news reports and academic findings, what is a revealed 
is a US educational structure that reproduces both mobility and immobility in the lives of young 
adults. This social reality raises serious questions on how young people are experiencing college 
both in the public and private institutions and, more specifically, what these experiences look like 
in New York City given the lack of research in this context.  
 
Connecting the National Picture with the Big Apple: The Nexus of Education and the Labor Market 
From a historical and economic perspective, the Big Apple is perceived as a site of growth 
(Molotch 1976). It is understood publicly as a powerhouse for job opportunities across myriad 
sectors, with or without a bachelor’s degree. In the last several decades, however, credentialism 
has become a key feature in American social and work life. Credentialism “refers to the 
 
7 Zack Friedman. 2020. “Student Loan Debt Statistics 2020: A Record $1.6 Trillion”. Forbes February 3 
https://www.forbes.com/sites/zackfriedman/2020/02/03/student-loan-debt-statistics/#61545e7b281f 
8 Sara Goldrick-Rab. 2018. “It’s Hard to Study if You’re Hungry”. The New York Times January 14 
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/01/14/opinion/hunger-college-food-insecurity.html 
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requirement of certain specific degrees or certificates before you can be considered for a particular 
job.”9 In the 1960s, the Baby Boomer generation (born at the end of World War II) enrolled in 
college campuses across the country by the millions to acquire the credentials and human capital10 
necessary to join the professional “white collar” class in their pursuit of the American Dream. In 
this process, the high school degree slowly but surely lost its value as a sufficient credential in the 
eyes of prospective employers.  
In “The Job Market for College Graduates, 1960-1980”, the education scholar Russell 
Rumberger (1984) notes that “The decade of the 1960s was a golden era for college graduates.” In 
analyzing graduation and employment rates for the twenty-year period of 1960 – 1980 in the US, 
Rumberger finds that “Between 1960 and 1980, the number of college graduates in the civilian 
labor force increased threefold.” Using Census Bureau data, from 1960 to 1970 there was 30% 
growth in professional occupations. The “high-level” jobs of professional and managerial 
occupations were “most often secured by college graduates”, so that by 1970, 70% of professional 
jobs were held by the college educated. In the Great Society of the 1960s, the economy and young 
people experienced growth as this was due to job expansion in both the public and private sectors. 
Young Baby Boomers in the 60s lived through a time of massive state funding in universities 
(Goldin & Katz 2010) that translated into very low tuition fees and high graduation rates which is 
different from today. And once the bachelor’s was in hand, they were greeted by a strong labor 
market that over time would evolve to meet the demands not of a production economy but rather 
a service economy. Additionally, on a cultural level, this massive enrollment in higher education 
and subsequent job security that began in the 1960s (although challenged by financial crises in the 
 
9 Jeff Manza. 2018. The Sociology Project 2.5. Hoboken, NJ: Pearson.  
10 Ibid. Human capital is defined as “the stock of knowledge, skills, and habits which students can use to do 
productive labor later in life.”  
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1970s) would come to crystallize in the American public mind the importance of a college degree 
for upward mobility.  
While the cultural value of higher education still holds in the 21st century, the economy has 
undergone massive changes. The Pew Research Center’s 2016 report, “The State of American 
Jobs” outlines these mutations that are having a ripple effect on today’s young people, 
“Millennials” and “Post-Millennials”, as they think about pursuing higher education and 
employment opportunities. According to the report, the contemporary American workplace desires 
higher-level social or analytical skills which points to a declining demand for physical or manual 
skills. Driving this demand for social or analytical skills are “knowledge-intensive and service-
oriented sectors, such as education, health, and professional and business services.” In New York, 
these sectors drive the local economy and the universities educate those aspiring to join the 
professional ranks. In order to qualify for these job prospects, the proper credentials are necessary.  
It is because of this that the report asserts: “Americans are taking note of these trends…[as] 
the share of adults ages 25 and older with a bachelor’s degree or higher level of education increased 
from 17% in 1980 to 33% in 2015. Most of these workers are engaged in jobs requiring higher-
level social and analytical skills.”11 Moreover, higher educational attainment translates into higher 
income gains. For example, in New York City, using 2018 American Community Survey data 
from the Census Bureau, the median earnings of a high school graduate was $30,121. A New 
Yorker holding a bachelor’s degree saw their median earnings double to $60,544. At the same 
time, looking at the economic and educational picture from a different angle, the Pew Research 
Center report indicates that these changes in the economy and workplace are furthering the social 
inequality in society which can be traced to access to a college education.  
 
11 Pew Research Center. 2016. “The State of American Jobs”. October 6 
https://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2016/10/06/1-changes-in-the-american-workplace/ 
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In the “State of the Union: Millennial Dilemma” (2019)12 special issue of the Pathways 
magazine, based at the Stanford Center on Poverty & Inequality, social researchers contend that 
Millennials have come of age in an 21st-century economy typified by rising inequality and 
declining mobility across the United States. The distinctiveness of the “Millennial Dilemma” in 
comparison to previous American generations, such as Generation X and Baby Boomers, is rooted 
in Millennials experiencing the full gamut of neoliberal forces that began in the 1970s and then 
keenly amplified given the “historical shock” of the Great Recession of 2008 just as they entered 
the labor force (Grusky, Mattingly, Varner & Garlow 2019).  
 Specifically, these social researchers note that “because millennials are relatively young, 
they might be especially affected by economic trends that affect early career development. The 
expansion of low-wage service sector and the associated rise of the gig economy, may, for 
example, make it difficult for millennials to enter the labor force with full-time, high-paying, or 
high-amenity job” (Grusky et al., 2019, page 4). The advent of low-wage “precarious” short-term 
contractual work and the “gig economy” in the new millennium are part-and-parcel of neoliberal 
policies that seek to accumulate profit by creating pools of cheap, flexible, and dispensable 
laborers.  
In the edited volume Youth, Jobs, and the Future: Problems and Prospects (2019), Chancer 
et al. analyze the macro and micro contexts of jobs, precarious labor, and nonstandard work among 
youth in the United States to reveal the declining opportunities they face given the germination of 
“NEETS” --- a term for those without employment, education or training. Additionally, in Hustle 
and Gig: Struggling and Surviving in the Sharing Economy, Alexandrea J. Ravenelle (2019) 
explains how the “gig economy” in New York City is revealing a litany of labor challenges for 
 
12 Stanford Center on Poverty and Inequality, ed. 2019. “State of the Union: The Poverty and Inequality Report.” 
Special Issue, Pathways Magazine.  
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young New Yorkers as narratives of risk and struggle are more commonplace rather than success 
stories of autonomy and economic mobility.  
Grusky et al. (2019) note in the Pathways special issue that Millennials have experienced 
challenges in entering the labor market, which originate in The Great Recession “rather than the 
rise of the gig economy” (pg. 5). Moreover, “There is indeed strong evidence that millennials, 
perhaps more than any other generation, have been and continue to be profoundly affected by the 
Great Recession” (ibid). The peculiar nexus of the 2008 fiscal crisis and ballooning student debt 
has revealed a “one-two punch” for Millennials. This one-two punch is characterized as having 
“induced more borrowing by raising the costs of attending college, and it reduced the capacity to 
pay off the new loans by weakening the demand for labor and redirecting students to low-payoff 
training” (ibid). As millennials have entered the labor force in a neoliberal economic order, their 
experience as a generational cohort has been typified by low-wage service labor, a burden of 
increasing student debt and, more alarmingly, defaulting on those loans thus germinating a cycle 
of uncertainty. According to a NerdWallet analysis, “U.S. student loan debt totals $1.74 trillion, 
and the average student loan amount [for a Bachelor’s degree] is $28,950 in the class of 2019”.13 
Further, average student debt for graduate school is a whopping $71,000 (ibid). It is because of 
this that the authors of the special issue begin their analysis by emphasizing how they “can’t stop 
worrying” about the Millennial generation, as their labor experiences are wedded to the future of 
the US economy (Grusky et al., 2019, pg. 3).  
What, however, has labor force activity specifically been like for these social scientists to 
make these claims and express a sentiment of “worry” for Millennials? The American economist, 
Harry Holzer, provides us some empirical data and insight. Citing data from the U.S. Bureau of 
 
13 Anna Helhoski and Ryan Lane. 2021. “Student Loan Debt Statistics: 2021”. NerdWallet May 26 
https://www.nerdwallet.com/article/loans/student-loans/student-loan-debt  
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Labor Statistics, Holzer (2019) studies labor force participation rates, between 1996 and 2006, as 
well as 2006 and 2016, to understand the experience of young adults between the prime ages of 25 
– 34. Holzer finds that “Labor force activity has declined for all prime-age workers, but the decline 
among young workers has been especially rapid. This means that millennials who are currently 
25-34 years old are working less then Gen Xers at the same age” (pg. 14). In 1996, when 
Generation X members (those born between 1965 – 1980) were between the ages of 25 – 34 their 
labor force participation rate was 84.1%. In contrast, in 2016, millennials between the ages of 25 
– 34 had a lower labor force participation rate of 81.6% --- a decrease of 2.5 percentage points. 
Holzer’s economic analysis additionally reveals the operation and salience of gender and education 
in labor force participation.  
Holzer reports that “Since 1996, there have been greater declines in labor force activity 
among men than among women, with the greatest declines among young men. Labor force 
participation among millennial men is 4.4 percentage points lower than participation among the 
early Generation X” (2019: pg. 15). Even as millennial women have superseded millennial men in 
undergraduate and graduate educational attainment, Holzer asserts the following: “Indeed, levels 
of labor force activity remain nearly 15 percentage points lower for women than for men” (ibid). 
The sociologist Christina Percheski’s (2019) research on income and earnings for millennials finds 
that while millennial women are achieving the American Dream, “they still haven’t caught up with 
men” in the labor market. As for men, Percheski finds that “the conventional ‘gloomy millennial 
stories’ have some merit, as the median income of millennials is lower than that of Gen X, and the 
median earnings of millennials are not any higher than those of Gen X” (2019: pg. 25).   
At the same time, the labor force participation data reveals a clear link between higher 
levels of labor market participation and educational achievement. Using data from the Annual 
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Social and Economic Supplement to the Current Population Survey, Holzer (2019) reports that 
both women and men experience higher rates of labor force participation as education increases 
for 2016. Millennial women who were high school dropouts had a 50% participation rate, while 
those with a Bachelor’s degree had a rate of 80%. Conversely, men who were high school dropouts 
had a 70% labor force participation rate, whereas those with a Bachelor’s degree had 90% labor 
force participation rate in 2016. The data thus confirms the value of pursuing higher education as 
a means to achieving social mobility in the United States, as many of the interviewees in chapter 
3 aspired even as there are stark gender inequalities in the labor market. For those who fail to make 
the grade, the labor market mutates into a challenging matrix to navigate as credentialism 
reproduces a system of gender, wage and class stratification.   
And yet, as the labor market reproduced a system of stratification in a pre-COVID context, 
New York City’s economy was nothing short of booming. A 2019 report prepared by the Office 
of the State Deputy Comptroller for the City of New York, provides key employment data that 
reaffirmed New York’s legacy as a hub for jobs and cultural center for young people to work 
towards making it in the city where dreams are made. Looking historically, the 2019 report notes 
that total employment in New York City in 1969 was 3.8 million. By 1975, in the midst of the 
city’s fiscal crisis, total employment was 3.3 million. Six years later in 1981, it had climbed back 
up to 3.4 million. By 2000, total employment reached 3.7 million jobs. In 2008, as The Great 
Recession unfolded, the city had 3.8 million total employment. A decade later in 2018, the City of 
New York roared back to life with an astounding total employment of 4.6 million.14 In light of 
this, the report notes that “New York City is experiencing its largest and longest job expansion 
 
14 Office of the New York State Comptroller. 2019. “New York City Employment Trends”. 
https://www.osc.state.ny.us/files/reports/osdc/pdf/report-1-2020.pdf  
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since the end of World War II. The City added 820,400 jobs between 2009 and 2018, more than 
every state in the nation outside of California, Texas, Florida, and of course New York” (ibid).  
Interpreted from an annual basis, New York City added 91,200 jobs every year. The major 
employment sectors spearheading this powerful job growth were “business services, leisure and 
hospitality, and health care account[ing] for 60 percent of the job gains since 2009” (ibid). The 
tourism industry in New York was a major job creator as the report details that “The leisure and 
hospitality sector grew the fastest (50 percent) and was responsible for nearly one-fifth of the 
citywide job gains. Restaurants were responsible for nearly two-thirds of the gains in this sector” 
(ibid). Additionally, the technology field has made a salient mark on the local economy as it grew 
“by 80 percent since 2009 to 142,600 jobs”, which is made evident by the rise of tech giants such 
as Google and Facebook on the streets of New York. 
These tech giants and other industries have made New York their workshops and home. 
Likewise, millions of immigrants and generational cohorts have historically come to work and to 
create a home in the Big Apple.  
 
Looking Back Through History: Finding Work and Housing in the Big Apple  
 From its inception as a Dutch colony four-hundred years ago, New York has been a 
powerful hub of commerce, labor, and community construction. The engagement in buying and 
selling commodities then and now has always denoted the linking of different peoples from all 
corners of the world for the act of exchange. In his magnum opus, Capital: A Critique of Political-
Economy, Vol 1 (1867), the German philosopher, Karl Marx, notes that what is central to 
capitalism as a mode of production is labor (the labor of proletarians) --- the buying and selling of 
it as a commodity on the market or more specifically the buying and selling of one’s “labor-power” 
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for wages. In a similar vein, the German sociologist, Georg Simmel, writes in “The Metropolis 
and Mental Life” (1903) that under a “money-economy” all social activity withers down to an act 
of exchange as time is money in the metropolis. The opportunity to “make it” in America given the 
abundance of jobs, especially in a large metropolis like New York, is what immigration scholars 
refer to as a “pull factor” (Foner 2000). From Dutch settlers in the 17th century to Italian and 
Eastern European Jewish immigrants at the turn of the 20th century to the post-1965 migration 
from the Global South (Latin America, Africa and Asia), New York has pulled in waves of 
different people with grit and a desire to manifest their dreams because of the job opportunities 
available. Through this pull, New York was irrevocably changed as a community. In the 21st 
century, Millennials – those who were born, raised or recently arrived in New York – are following 
in the footsteps of previous generations: they are working towards “making it” in the city where 
dreams are made.  
The field of urban sociology has accounted for change in urban communities through ethnic 
succession (Burgess & Park 1925) in addition to that change facilitating a toleration of differences 
(Wirth 1938). Further, Wirth provided for us a sociological definition of a city by describing it as 
a large, densely populated, heterogenous permanent settlement --- which always undergoes 
change. A city, Wirth contends, brings “together people from the ends of the earth because 
[original in italics] they are different and thus useful to one another” (See Kasinitz 1995: 66).  
 Looking back through the eyes of history, particularly during and in the immediate 
aftermath of the tumultuousness of World War II, New York was a powerhouse for labor and 
opportunities. In Working-Class New York: Life and Labor Since World War II, the historian 
Joshua Freeman (2000) frames New York as a “proletarian city” where everyday working-class 
New Yorkers, not just the middle and elite classes, were able to share in the success of this 
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metropolis. Freeman writes: “The cosmopolitanism, energy, and sophistication of New York’s 
working population was a major factor in the city’s post-World War II success in projecting itself 
as the global center of power, innovation, and modernity” (2000: xiii). But who were these post-
World War II “proletarians”, as Marx would say? According to Freeman, New York was a 
quintessentially working-class city given that “In 1946, of the 3.3 million employed New Yorkers, 
less than 700,000 were proprietors, managers, officials, professionals, or semiprofessionals” 
(2000: 6). Further, for that same year, “41 percent of the employed labor force consisted of 
craftsmen, operatives, laborers, foremen, and kindred workers, the occupational groupings usually 
considered blue collar. Another 12 percent were service workers, many of whom performed 
manual labor: domestic servants, firemen, janitors, elevator operators, and the like” (2000: 7). 
What was central to the operation of New York and its economy was undoubtedly this generation 
of working-class New Yorkers, who organized, agitated, and fought collectively for their rights in 
a city that was anchored in a creative explosion of the manufacturing and cultural industries. 
Freeman asserts that post-WWII not every returning soldier and New Yorker “wanted to move 
away from their job, family, or old neighborhood”. The labor movement’s strength at this historical 
conjuncture created the conditions that allowed it to agitate for affordable housing by specifically 
advocating the city and state for rent control in over two million apartments across the five 
boroughs. Their agitation and advocacy was a success in that Freeman contends: “Rent control 
allowed the working class to remain physically and culturally at the heart of the city”. 
 The economic boom of New York during the 1950s and 1960s became disrupted for a brief 
period in the wake of a fiscal crisis in 1975. Freeman (2000) and Kim Phillips-Fein’s (2017) Fear 
City: New York’s Fiscal Crisis and the Rise of Austerity Politics both provide a meticulous study 
of the economic upheaval that New York experienced in the mid to late 1970s, as the city teetered 
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near bankruptcy and witnessed the genesis of neoliberal politics that aimed to counter the massive 
city and state government investment in public services such as education, employment, and 
housing of the preceding decades. Neoliberal policies and practices seek to privatize public 
institutions and services with the end goal of profitability. The geographer Neil Smith (1998) 
points out that the “embedded liberalism” of government which was catalyzed by the FDR 
administration in the 1930s was predicated on the belief that governments have a social 
responsibility to provide jobs, housing and education for its people.15 This embedded liberalism, 
however, ran its course by the 1970s as capitalists began to look for new sites of accumulation 
(profitability). This resulted in a wave of neoliberal attempts and successes in privatizing public 
institutions, such as the City University of New York (CUNY) which immediately instituted 
tuition fees for the first time in its history in the wake of the city’s fiscal crisis in 1975 and continues 
to do so (see chapter 3 for a further discussion).  
The profitability calculus of neoliberal capitalist economic projects and policies equally 
apply to the labor market, as employers seek cheap, precarious and disposable labor and laborers 
(see Kalleberg 2009; Stern 2016). In the late modern period, stable blue-collar manual labor has 
declined with the outsourcing of manufacturing as a critical shift unfolded from a production 
economy to a service economy. In turn, the advent of a service economy, particularly in “global 
cities” like New York (Sassen 1991), is undergirded by disposable precarious service labor. 
Alongside this precarious labor, sociologists have also posited that labor in the late modern period 
is typified by a decline of leisure and a much more demanding work life as “key incentive 
structures of capitalist economies contain biases toward long working hours” (Schor 1991: 7). 
 
15 Neil Smith. 1998. “Giuliani Time: The Revanchist 1990s”. Social Text  
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Colloquially speaking, Juliet Schor thus contends that the American worker is an “overworked 
American.”  
Being overworked or underworked depending on full-time or part-time status taps into and 
simultaneously reproduces dynamics of power and powerlessness in everyday life at the workplace 
as these sites of work are riddled with hierarchies and chains of command, which employers in the 
forms of managers or supervisors can employ said power in order to render their employees 
powerless (Chancer 1992). These feelings of powerlessness in the workplace coincide with recent 
sociological work that finds that young people are able to cope with the “betrayals” of part-time 
restaurant and retail work in that these young people interpret such jobs as “dead-end” and “shit 
jobs” where they view their employers as suspect because they are disrespected by them in the 
everyday and could easily be fired by them on a whim (Silva 2013). Powerlessness or the threat 
of powerlessness given a capitalist mode of production in the late modern period is additionally 
studied, albeit in a different light, through a framing of a “jobless future” as labor becomes 
subordinated to the yoke of automation with the advent of new technologies (Aronowitz & DiFazio 
1994).  
As the labor market has changed given the rise of neoliberalism capitalism, so have 
communities and the housing market. In The New Urban Frontier: Gentrification and the 
Revanchist City, Neil Smith (1996) interrogates the consumer consumption argument of 
gentrification through a “rent gap” theory to point to a profitability calculus that eclipses the needs 
of the people. Smith posits: “The rent gap is the disparity between the potential ground rent level 
and the actual ground rent capitalized under present land use” (68). As urban neighborhoods 
declined in the 1970s and 1980s, the rent gap widened. Smith explains: “Gentrification occurs 
when the gap is sufficiently wide that developers can purchase structures cheaply, can pay the 
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builder’s costs and profit for rehabilitation, can pay interest on mortgage and construction loans, 
and can then sell the end product for a sale price that leaves a satisfactory return to the developer. 
The entire ground rent, or a large portion of it, is now capitalized; the neighborhood is thereby 
‘recycled’ and begins a new cycle of use” (1996: 68).  
From the 1970s to the 1990s, as a cultural calculus and project, neoliberalism deployed an 
ugly cultural politics (Smith 1998) across the nation which captured cities as “crime ridden” places 
of “violent criminals”, “foreigners” and “homelessness”. Cities, like New York, had been 
perceived as having been “taken away” from white middle-class families, when in fact the city’s 
troubles lay in capital flight, money hungry landlords, and political chess moves. This peculiar 
cultural metamorphosis of interpreting New York as a proud city of working-class solidarity and 
an advertising economic giant to an epicenter of “urban blight” and “destruction” in the 1970s 
effectively engendered white flight to the suburbs of Long Island, New Jersey and the rest of the 
tri-state area (Freeman 2000; Phillips-Fein 2017; Sanjek 1998; Smith 1998). While white families 
with the adequate resources left New York, a so-called “second wave” (Foner 2000) of migration 
from the Global South unfolded post-1965 which re-strengthened the city demographically and 
economically as neoliberal economic projects shifted both the local and national economies from 
production to providing services.  
This “second wave” migration to the US was a direct result of President Lyndon B. Johnson 
signing the 1965 Hart-Celler Act, which authorized migration from countries outside of continental 
Europe. The ensuing migration and demographic changes have led the anthropologist Roger 
Sanjek (1998) to note in The Future of Us All: Race and Neighborhood Politics, how central these 
new migrants from the Global South were to the rebirth of communities and to the democratic 
project of the United States in neighborhoods such as Elmhurst-Corona, located in the world’s 
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most diverse borough: Queens. This post-1965 immigration brought social and economic capital 
to New York City, which crystallized their key role in the city’s economy and ethnic succession 
(Park & Burgess 1925) of neighborhoods that were once solidly working-class white.  
In One out of Three: Immigrant New York in the Twenty-First Century, the sociologist 
Nancy Foner (2013), alongside a host of CUNY immigration scholars, provide in-depth detail on 
these transformations by the migration of Soviet Jews, Dominicans, Koreans as well as many 
“new” migrant groups which has culminated in the City of New York statistically typified by one 
out of three residents being immigrants in the new millennium. A century earlier, in 1910, the City 
of New York was 41% foreign-born (Census 1910) – except that many of these “new New 
Yorkers” at that time were predominantly hailing from Eastern Europe and Southern Italy. 
Whether “first wave” or “second wave”, immigrants came to labor, find housing, and make it in 
America – coming directly to New York through Ellis Island or JFK. In the case of Italian 
immigrants, those who returned to the motherland after having worked in America, were referred 
to as “americanos” --- a symbol for having become rich (Foner 2000).  
Like Italian immigrants of the past who reshaped the city’s economy and urban fabric, the 
“new” immigrants of the late twentieth and early twenty first have come to provide key roles in 
the service economy of late modern capitalism. In Raising Brooklyn: Nannies, Childcare, and 
Caribbeans Creating Community, sociologist Tamara Mose Brown (2011) uncovers the emotional 
service labor that black Caribbean women provide to white middle-class professional families as 
nannies (with a multitude of responsibilities beyond caring for the safety of the children) in 
gentrified Carroll Gardens, Brooklyn --- a job that was historically provided in New York by 
African-American and Irish immigrant women. In Doormen, Peter Bearman (2009) writes how 
immigrant men too, predominantly Eastern European and Latin American, use co-ethnic social 
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networks to land the job as a doorman and come to provide the essential services and emotional 
labor of discretion and attentiveness to New York’s middle-class and elite communities. Much like 
immigrant nannies and doormen, bike messengers are equally important to New York’s lifeblood. 
In Urban Flow: Bike Messengers and the City, Jeffrey Kidder (2011) describes how in New York 
City the bike messenger labor market is dominated predominantly by immigrant men who are 
central to providing the city’s courts, fashion industries, and everyday New Yorkers fast delivery 
service as they navigate the often dangerous and infamous traffic gridlock to make a buck.  
It has not, however, only been immigrants from Europe or the Global South that have 
sought to chase their dreams and strike it rich in the city that never sleeps. Alongside the waves of 
immigrants from Latin America and Asia in the 1990s going into the new millennium, the city 
witnessed many young white urban professionals and artists --- “millennials” --- being pulled in 
by the magnetism of New York as Mayor Giuliani waged a war against crime through racist and 
classist “Broken Windows” policing (Smith 1998; Levine & Small 2007; Vitale 2008) and 
spearheaded a New York renaissance by investing in public transportation infrastructure such as 
the Metropolitan Transportation Authority (MTA) that would allow native and immigrant New 
Yorkers commute to spaces of work and play. In Selling the Lower East Side: Culture, Real Estate, 
and Resistance in New York City, Christopher Mele (2000) describes the commodification and 
consumption of cultural difference and, conversely, the resistance by immigrant and working-class 
community members in the Lower East Side (LES or “Loisaida” as the Nuyorican [Puerto Rican 
New Yorkers] community would call it) neighborhood of Manhattan, as power brokers in real 
estate and media industries began to advertise it as a “safe” site of gentrification for growing 
middle-class populations.  
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A decade after Mele’s publication, the CUNY sociologist Sharon Zukin (2010) studies 
gentrification as a product of cultural consumption in Naked City: The Death and Life of Authentic 
Urban Places. According to Zukin’s ethnographic research on the gentrification of Williamsburg, 
Brooklyn, it was a “creative class” of artists and their consumption tastes who spearheaded the 
economic and racial demographic changes in the late 1990s that would reverberate well into the 
first two decades of the 21st century not just in northern Brooklyn, but across a variety of New 
York City neighborhoods. As artists found themselves priced out of the East Village and Lower 
East Side by expensive rents, they sought greener, cheaper and larger pastures across the 
Williamsburg Bridge.  
The migration of a “creative class” to Williamsburg led to an urban rebirth of what was 
once a German immigrant community in the 1800s to a working-class Italian-American and Puerto 
Rican neighborhood in the 20th century to a space of privilege and middle-class tastes in the 21st 
century, as bankers16 and tech workers would soon follow the artists who put the neighborhood on 
the cultural map (Zukin 2010; Susser 2012; Martucci 2018) --- all of whom were each in their own 
way pursuing their own dreams in the concrete jungle despite the challenges. For Zukin (2010), 
gentrification means the whitening and growing middle-class taste of New York. The tastes and 
consumption habits of the creative class led to the burgeoning of small businesses across Bedford 
Avenue in Williamsburg, ranging from expensive cafés to ethnic restaurants and bars --- spaces of 
consumption that require specialized labor.  
In Masters of Craft: Old Jobs in the New Urban Economy, the sociologist Richard Ocejo 
(2017) explores how and why college educated middle-class young people move to the Big Apple 
to work in what are historically and traditionally understood working-class jobs: bartenders, 
 
16 Alex Williams. 2013. “The Williamsburg Divide”. September 25 The New York Times  
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butchers, brewers, and barbers. These working-class jobs require standing for long periods and 
getting one’s hands dirty, but in the “new urban economy” of New York in the 21st century 
specialized skilled sets in niche fields sell well to a young market population of Millennials and 
diverse groups of tourists from across the world (prior to the advent of the Covid-19 pandemic, 
New York City had 65 million tourists visit in 201817 alone). For college educated middle-class 
young people, moving to New York and working in traditionally working-class jobs is not 
perceived as an experience of downward mobility, writes Ocejo (2017). Rather, these young 
people practice and learn to become “masters of craft” through specific cultural repertoires because 
they find their labor to be fun, creative, cool and, above all, meaningful in urban communities that 
have undergone myriad changes.   
In the last two decades, the advent of a creative class in search of cheaper housing and 
larger living/workspaces in Williamsburg has resulted in housing uncertainty via the salient and 
gradual displacement of Hispanic and poor, as well as working-class, members of the formerly 
industrial waterfront community due to rising rents in a growing luxury city (Susser 2012; Brash 
2011). The more than decade long mayoral tenure of the Bloomberg administration (2002-2013) 
witnessed a desire and strategic campaign to brand the city as a luxury product --- not for poor and 
working-class people --- but, rather, for a “target market of high-valued added companies in the 
media, finance, and business service sectors” (Brash 2011: 125). As luxury condos proliferated 
throughout Manhattan and along waterfront neighborhoods of Brooklyn and Queens to cater to a 
new clientele of affluent residents working in these service sectors, poor and working-class folk in 
New York saw their neighborhoods gut renovated. What these gut renovations and cultural 
transformations in urban neighborhoods indicated to poor and working-class people is that 
 
17 Patrick McGeehan. 2019. “N.Y. Draws a Record 65 Million Tourists (in Spite of Trump’s Trade War, Many Were 
Chinese)”. January 16 The New York Times  
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“Gentrification is a system that places the needs of capital…above the needs of people” 
(Moskowitz 2017: 9).  
A metropolis like New York has been changed by new waves of people looking for work 
and for a home. What the literature is missing, however, is how a new American generation --- 
millennials --- are navigating and experiencing specifically the labor and housing markets in New 
York City.  
 
Theoretical Template 
This research project develops a theoretical framework that primarily engages with the 
theorists Georg Simmel, Erich Fromm, Pierre Bourdieu, and Robert K. Merton. In “The Metropolis 
and Mental Life” (1903), Simmel provides a theory of modernity. Simmel contends that under a 
“money-economy” all social activity withers down to an act of exchange as time is money in the 
metropolis. Simmel’s postulation thus frames the dissertation along analytical lines that engage 
with time and money across the institutions of school, work, and housing. Additionally, Simmel 
notes that the metropolis is a double-edged sword: freedom is provided in the modern world and, 
at the same time, alienation may arise. In Escape from Freedom, Fromm (1941) borrows from 
Marxist --- to study class conditions and the alienation of labor --- and psychoanalytic lenses to 
study modernity and its effect on the individual. For Fromm, the rise of capitalism and the 
consequent demise of feudalism uprooted society as the individual was granted new freedoms. 
While these freedoms were perceived as liberating in Western societies, they simultaneously 
created new anxieties as these new freedoms gave birth to the “insecurity of the isolated 
individual” (1941: 139). In complex modern societies, man, Fromm contends, “has to overcome 
the unbearable state of powerlessness and aloneness” (ibid). The alienation that Simmel notes 
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alongside the anxieties and loneliness that Fromm discusses, anchors the empirical analysis as 
millennials articulate experiencing these.  Pierre Bourdieu’s (1979) Distinction: A Social Critique 
of the Judgment of Taste is employed to study the operation of types of capital, the habitus, and 
symbolic power as post-millennials and millennials find themselves navigating myriad power 
laden institutions and dynamic power relations across their social worlds. Lastly, this dissertation 
engages with Robert K. Merton’s (1938) thesis of American society typified by an American stress 
over pecuniary success found in the classic American Sociological Review article, “Social 




























Chapter 3: College Dreams & Realities: When Time is Money in the New York Metropolis  
 
 
Education is a social process; education is growth;  





What happens to a dream deferred? 
 
Does it dry up 
like a raisin in the sun? 
Or fester like a sore--- 
And then run? 
Does it stink like rotten meat? 
Or crust and sugar over--- 
like a syrupy sweet? 
 
Maybe it just sags 
Like a heavy load. 
 
Or does it explode? 
 




CUNY, NYU, and Columbia University are the leading public and private universities in 
the City of New York. CUNY is historically the great working-class institution that has lifted 
New York’s people into the middle-class, while NYU and Columbia (a prestigious Ivy League) 
are elite educational institutions that are largely – but not entirely – populated by middle-class 
and upper-middle-class students. Therefore, there is a class distinction between the public 
context of CUNY and the private milieu of NYU and Columbia. In these two private schools, 
university endowments are pronouncedly larger and, as will be noted later in the chapter, 
students here have access to more ample resources creating what the economist  
Richard Reeves (2017) calls a “glass floor” of support. I purposely chose these schools to 
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account for differences between this social dichotomy of public versus private, as well as to map 
out similarities of experiences amongst post-millennial (ages 18-22) students.  
Across the twenty-five in-depth interviews at the three different universities, I paid close 
attention to the language articulated by each student as they spoke of the enjoyable aspects, the 
challenges, and uncertainties of navigating college life in New York as young people. In this 
chapter, we will come to perceive what these college experiences are like and how they are 
distinctive for these young people trying to make sense of their social worlds in New York City. 
We will see that across the three very dissimilar universities of CUNY, NYU and Columbia (as 
the French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu would note, each of these universities are laden with their 
own class power and symbolic capital) there are peculiar and sociologically important 
similarities and differences in the lived experiences of these New York college students as a new 
generational cohort.  
The key similarity that was revealed across the twenty-five post-millennials who told me 
about their college lives was that they each individually were chasing their own “urban American 
Dream” in their college experiences in Dream City. As noted in Chapter 1, the pursuit of 
American success is a central argument of this research on young people in New York City. In 
the late modern world of neoliberal capitalism, individuals have agency. However, this agency, 
the ability to act and make decisions about one’s life, is always in direct relation to society’s 
myriad structures of power. In this chapter, the structure of power that young people are tasked 
with navigating is higher education as they attempt to be upwardly mobile in New York City. In 
selecting to attend CUNY, NYU or Columbia, these college students disclosed a social world of 
great learning and thinking but with challenges: a race against time, concern with money, stress, 
a culture of hyper-competition and overwork. As they centered these challenges, these young 
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people then articulated a repertoire of diverse calculations and coping mechanisms that were 
essential in their lives for navigating college in the hectic milieu of dream city.  
 
The CUNY Dream Machine: Working-Class Dreams, Expectations, and the Race Against 
Time 
 The City University of New York is the largest urban public university system in the 
United States. According to the CUNY Office of Institutional Research and Assessment, as of 
fall 2019, CUNY had roughly 241,000 enrolled undergraduate students across eighteen senior 
colleges and seven community colleges. Two-thirds of these students were enrolled full-time 
(taking twelve credits or more during an academic semester) and the remaining third as part-time 
students.1 As for the ethnoracial background of the entire CUNY student body, 30% of students 
were Hispanic, 25% Black, 23% White, 21% Asian/Pacific Islander, and less than one percent 
were American Indian/Alaska Native.2 Looking at the figures in a different light, the CUNY 
student body is overwhelmingly non-white and is thus a mirror image of the minority-majority 
demographics of New York City as a whole. CUNY as an institution provides a public education 
to New York’s diverse racial/ethnic groups and, equally, educates the poor and working-class as 
half of its student body comes from households that make less than $30,000 a year.3 The 
overwhelmingly majority of students come from the five boroughs of New York. Much like 
1847, when CUNY was originally founded as the Free Academy, today it continues its mission 
 
1 CUNY Office of Institutional Research and Assessment. 2020. 
https://www.cuny.edu/irdatabook/rpts2_AY_current/ENRL_0001_UGGR_FTPT.rpt.pdf 
2 CUNY Office of Institutional Research and Assessment. 2020. 
https://www.cuny.edu/irdatabook/rpts2_AY_current/ENRL_0015_RACE_TOT_PCT.rpt.pdf 
3 Charles Upton Sahm. 2017. “American Dream Machine: The City University of New York Aggressively Moves Poor 
Kids Into the Middle Class.” City Journal https://www.city-journal.org/html/american-dream-machine-15255.html 
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to serve its people. A question, however, beckons: What is the college experience of CUNY 
students like? 
 In my interviews with CUNY students at one of the senior and community colleges in 
Manhattan, the young people who I spoke to, ranging from freshmen to seniors, foregrounded a 
narrative of their dreams being enthusiastically manifested and, at the same time, those dreams 
deferred by a diverse set of expectations that were set against a frame of always feeling like there 
was never enough time in one given day.  
 
“CUNY is a blessing”  
 Alex, 19, identifies as Dominican-American and a first-generation college student. 
Having just finished her freshman year at CUNY, she responded with enthusiasm and a sense of 
gratefulness when at the opening of all my interviews I inquired: What are the most enjoyable 
aspects of college?  
 “As an undecided major, I loved (her emphasis) my neuropsychology and women and 
gender studies courses. I feel blessed to be at CUNY. The professors are very passionate.” Over 
the two hours of conversing and learning about Alex’s life at CUNY, it became evident that her 
dreams were being manifested at this working-class institution. As a native New Yorker from the 
Lower East Side’s public housing, Alex informed me that “by 8th grade, I knew that CUNY was 
my dream school because of its great reputation and it’s in New York City!”.  
She adds: “Coming from a single-headed household and as a working-class family, my 
Dominican mother always expected me to do better than her as she used to work in factories 
around the city and Brooklyn.” Because of this class background, Alex has taken her schoolwork 
seriously since middle school. “I love the flexibility of hopping on the 6 train to go to school at 
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8am and being done by 930am, so I have the whole day to go to work at the ice cream store by 
my house and can go to the museums in the city with my friends from my Catholic high school 
and new friends at CUNY”. This productiveness and “early bird gets the worm” attitude that I 
heard from Alex, originates from her grandfather who taught her to make it a habit to wake up 
every day at 5am.  
When I investigated this language of “creating habits”, Alex stated that it wasn’t just 
about waking up at 5am but also about cultivating study habits. “Like, in high school I could 
skim notes, but at CUNY especially with a class like neuropsychology you have to study 
seriously every day.” Getting good grades in her classes is not merely a matter of chasing a 4.0 
GPA that will help hopefully get her into graduate school, but rather maintaining good grades is 
imperative to her keeping her financial aid. “I don’t work full-time because I have been blessed 
with a Pell grant, some TAP funding, and a merit scholarship so this really helps in covering 
tuition and more.”  
A Pell grant is financial aid from the federal government and TAP is funding from the 
State of New York. According to the US Department of Education, “Federal Pell Grants usually 
are awarded only to undergraduate students who display exceptional financial need and have not 
earned a bachelor’s, graduate, or professional degree.”4 This Pell grant can be provided to a 
student up to a maximum of 12 semesters, which is equivalent to six academic years (this also 
happens to be the average years for undergraduate completion at CUNY). The Department of 
Education equally notes that a student must “make satisfactory academic progress” otherwise 
they risk losing financial aid. This also applies to TAP funding, as well as many other 
scholarships and fellowships.  
 
4 Federal Student Aid. 2020. “Federal Pell Grants”. US Department of Education 
https://studentaid.gov/understand-aid/types/grants/pell 
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In hearing how blessed Alex felt to be at CUNY and to have several forms of funding 
which created ample time for her to focus in school, I was curious to investigate if there were any 
challenges in college beyond meticulously studying for classes on a daily basis. “To be honest, in 
the past year, it’s not just about seriously studying but also working on my time management 
skills…there are several classes I’m taking so I had to figure out which ones required more 
studying over others so it was a trial and error the first few weeks of being at CUNY”.  
This emphasis on the importance of time in everyday life and the experience of feeling 
challenged by “time” – in the form of “managing time” – speaks powerfully to the theoretical 
work on modernity by the German sociologist Georg Simmel. In The Metropolis and Mental 
Life, Simmel (1903) analyzes the metropolis as symbol of the modern world to contend that 
under a money-economy (capitalism) time is money. To survive in the metropolis, one must 
adopt a blasé attitude (a type of sociation where the individual chooses who to engage with). 
Moreover, Simmel adds, the individual in a mass society must also adopt a technique of 
calculability: if time is money then every action must be calculated as all social interaction 
withers down to exchange. In Alex’s life as a CUNY college student and as a native New 
Yorker, time is at the foreground of her lived experiences and, as we will see throughout the rest 
of this dissertation, in the lives of all the young New Yorkers I interviewed.  
As a 19-year old college student, Alex is blessed to be at CUNY where there is a culture 
of intellectual pursuit and passionate professors. She, however, has had the challenges of 
managing time her first year of college. In light of this, Alex had to calculate: to keep her 
financial aid she needed to calculate her time carefully and study seriously above all else. In 
thinking about time and her studies, I asked Alex about her future career goals to which she 
replied: “I don’t know what I will do for a career in the future, I try to take one day at a time, for 
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now I love school, and, yeah, the future is a big question mark but I’m not worried.” The future 
seems uncertain and unclear for Alex, but in the current moment of her life she is not worried 
and is rather enjoying the process of personal and intellectual discovery that CUNY is providing.  
CUNY provides for its native and immigrant New Yorkers, as they have historically 
interacted to create a vibrant metropolis pulsing with cultural exploration and production. CUNY 
historians Edwin Burrows and Mike Wallace (2000) note in Gotham: A History of New York City 
to 1898 the founding of modern day New York by Dutch immigrant settlement and the 
sociologist Nancy Foner (2000) provides an exegesis on how New York has been remolded into 
a multicultural urban mosaic in the past century by waves of immigration from Europe and the 
Global South in her book From Ellis Island To JFK: New York’s Two Great Waves of 
Immigration. At the end of the second decade of the 21st century, however, what is the CUNY 
experience like for a recently arrived immigrant? Is it a “blessing” like Alex’s experience?  
Sue, 18, is a recent immigrant from Belarus who was able to come to study in New York 
City after her father’s application for a permanent residency card (colloquially knows as “green 
cards”) was approved by the Department of Homeland Security, which oversees immigration 
matters in the US. Like previous waves of immigrants, Sue and her family saw this moment in 
their lives as an opportunity to achieve the American Dream. From the outset of our interview, 
Sue, like Alex, employed the language of the CUNY experience as a “blessing”.  
“I had visited with my family over the summers just to vacation in America. But coming 
to study and live here in America is a huge blessing, especially because I am young. I came 
without my family because they decided to stay back home in Belarus, but they all saw this as an 
opportunity for me to have a better life.” As I learned more about her experience at CUNY, Sue 
conveyed that what made the migration to New York even more appealing was that she was 
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offered a full four-year ride through a Times 2000 Fellowship. This fellowship is offered to 
CUNY students who show great mathematical abilities and, furthermore, who wish to dedicate 
their lives to working as math teachers upon graduation in grades 7 through 12th in the State of 
New York. “I am just finishing up my first year in the Times 2000 program and, what I have to 
say, is that, we’re like a small family, everyone is super helpful. The professors are incredible. I 
am happy that I chose CUNY, because NYU and Columbia tuition was too expensive.” She 
continued: “I had to learn to be really independent. And in order to keep the scholarship I have to 
keep good grades…the lowest I believe you can get is a B+ or A-…so this motivates me to study 
well because not everyone get this opportunity and scholarship.”  
In Sue’s life, getting a permanent residency card from the US government – which allows 
an individual to legally work, study, get financial aid, and travel across borders without any 
hurdles – at the time when she was about to graduate high school and being offered a full 
scholarship for all four years of college is indeed a blessing. And, moreover, like Alex’s 
experiences, indicates how CUNY is a dream machine for working-class and immigrant young 
people. When I inquired about her future, Sue responded: “I feel that my future is pretty solid as 
I will be licensed to teach as a math teacher. And that was the whole plan from the beginning. To 
start a new life here and my family can come visit during the summers.” Unlike Alex, Sue’s 
future seems solid and crystallized as fellowships like the Times 2000 fellowship create a school-
to-work pipeline for young people.  
When I asked Sue if there had been any challenges in her first year of college at CUNY, 
she began to relate feelings of stress when she first arrived in New York. “I wasn’t dorming, I 
was staying with some people I knew through my friends, like, um, but it really didn’t work out 
well. It was really hard for me. It was really stressful. Three days after moving in with them they 
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said I had to move out and that since I was 17 at the time they would just take me to a shelter. So 
it was really stressful. I had to find a place in just three days and it’s crazy because everything in 
NYC is super expensive.” As we will see in chapter 5, finding housing in New York is a 
challenging endeavor but more so finding affordable housing. As a young independent person 
and a recently arrived immigrant, Sue was racing against time – literally three days – to secure 
housing in one of the most expensive housing markets in the US. Through happenstance and 
with the help of a Christian club at CUNY that she had just joined upon arrival, Sue conveyed 
her personal dilemma to one of the members of the club who then immediately texted his local 
church group in Queens.  
Within a matter of hours, Sue had secured housing from a Korean-American family in 
Bayside who were at that moment looking for a college student to rent one of their rooms. In a 
New York minute, Sue went from a lived experience of almost being homeless as a 17-year-old 
in dream city to finding a room to rent within her budget and in close proximity to her college 
because, as the sociologist Mark Granovetter (1973) notes, of the strength of weak ties.5 Leaving 
her family behind in Belarus and then dealing with the stressful situation of finding housing 
abruptly indicated to Sue that in coming to New York City calculations had to be made, as she 
was adamant about pursuing her own American urban dream.  
For Alex and Sue, the tie between their individual lives is the feeling of being blessed by 
CUNY. In my interviews with Ben, Vanessa, and Rob the language of being “blessed” was not 
foregrounded but instead a similar repertoire of a working-class institution manifesting their 
dreams was evident. Nevertheless, it is important to note, these dreams were actively being 
manifested even as they each raced against time and money. These three young people made 
 
5 Mark Granovetter. 1973. “The Strength of Weak Ties.” American Journal of Sociology 78(6): 1360-1380.  
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“CUNY work” in their own individual lives as they attempted to acquire good grades in order to 
keep their financial aid, figure out their career goals, and juggle the demands of part-time and 
full-time jobs.   
 
“Making CUNY Work” and Tales of Not Getting “Caught in the System”  
 Ben, 21, identifies as African-American and is a rising senior majoring in sociology. 
When we began our interview, Ben informed me that “CUNY is working for him” for myriad 
reasons.  
Due to his excellent high school grades at the Manhattan Hunter Science School, Ben 
was offered a full four-year scholarship at CUNY. As a native New Yorker of working-class 
roots and a single-headed family, Ben – like Alex – enthusiastically accepted the full ride 
because he did not want his mother “to have that financial responsibility” even though he 
initially wanted to go away for college to “get out of the city”. Second, as a man of color, he 
feels “that having male minority professors has had a huge impact on me”. Lastly, CUNY is 
working for him due to his sociology major which has allowed him to further understand “the 
complex role of race, class, and gender in America.”  
 In accepting the full four-year scholarship at CUNY, Ben tapped into Simmel’s notion of 
calculability. Four years of CUNY would have amounted to nearly $30,000, as each academic 
year costs roughly $7,000 – much lower than private schools but still a hefty sum. In his senior 
year of high school, Ben quickly calculated the exchange of getting a full ride and avoiding 
having to potentially pay out of pocket. Moreover, the concern over money and paying for 
tuition came from not wanting to burden his mother with that responsibility. Additionally, over 
the last three years, in a few classes he came across professors who looked like him or were also 
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of other minority backgrounds. When I probed to elaborate on why that mattered to him, he 
responded with the following: “They were very straight forward. The way they spoke it was very 
captivating. It kept my attention fully on them. Like, this class on racial dynamics and 
oppression. We learned how it has evolved in America over the historical period.” The pedagogy 
of his sociology classes helped him understand how social issues are anchored in historical 
contexts and made him reflect continuously about social life and injustices.  
In light of this and the fact that he is a rising senior, I asked Ben about his post-
graduation plans. “I’m finishing up my sociology degree, and I have loved the classes, but I am 
not sure about pursuing work related to sociology…like, to be honest, my passion is sneakers.” 
On top of navigating full-time college coursework, Ben has had the added full-time 
responsibility of working at a major sneaker retailer in the upscale neighborhood of SoHo in 
lower Manhattan for the past year. When the conversation turned to this full-time job, the 
challenges of school and work began to emerge.  
“I feel like this past year, junior year, especially during finals week, was the most 
stressful because I had a whole bunch of papers and finals due and then work responsibilities at 
the store, so my work balance, like it was, it was too much for me, but I figured it out.” For Ben, 
having to balance five classes a semester and a weekly schedule of 30 hours of work at the 
sneaker store created disjunctions and pronounced stress in his life especially towards the end of 
the semester. But he managed to “figure it out” by finding himself sleeping for brief moments of 
time during his breaks. Ben had to maintain good grades, specifically at least a 3.0 GPA, 
otherwise he would risk losing his scholarship. Thus, during finals week, he sacrificed sleeping 
so that he could keep his scholarship and the money he needed from his job to help pay other 
 57 
bills. In the city that never sleeps, Ben too forewent sleep for a brief period of time in order to 
stay on top of his academic and work responsibilities – a challenging calculation indeed.  
In a similar vein, Vanessa’s college experiences at CUNY highlight how some students 
make it “work” when the expectations are high. Vanessa, 19, is a rising junior and, like many of 
her CUNY peers, is a first-generation Latina college student. Hailing from The Bronx, Vanessa’s 
experiences as a CUNY student and as a New Yorker are typified by a desire to match the high 
expectations of her personal, academic, and work worlds all within the span of twenty-four 
hours.  
From the beginning of the interview, Vanessa related to me that CUNY is working for 
her specifically because as a student with serious personal health problems the university has 
accommodated her through an Office of AccessABILITY: a resource rich environment that helps 
students with diverse disabilities to successfully complete their coursework by establishing clear 
lines of communication and support with their professors. An example of the Office of 
AccessABILITY being “super accommodating" is that they help Vanessa “get priority for class 
selection” so that the classes may work around her personal health schedule to meet with doctors. 
Additionally, like Alex, Sue, and Ben, she received a scholarship upon entering CUNY due to 
her strong academic record in high school: “CUNY is the right fit for me in that I don’t pay out 
of pocket at all, except for the summer. I receive a City Council scholarship from the city every 
semester. So all I have to do on my end is keep up a 3.5 GPA and be a full-time student.”  
For Vanessa, CUNY was the rational choice for college even though she had received an 
acceptance letter from the University at Buffalo. UB, a flagship SUNY university, had offered 
her “a pretty awesome financial aid package” and she had desired to start her college experience 
there because for her whole life she had been in New York City. “I was only going to be paying 
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$4,000 out of pocket for the year, but my mother and family thought it best I stay home and save 
money.” More importantly, however, it was CUNY’s social work program that was the deciding 
factor. By staying home, Vanessa could then pursue social work, see her doctors, and work in 
Lower Manhattan. In the past five semesters at CUNY, Vanessa took various general education 
requirements --- some of which she saw as boring and “bullshit” such as geology – and slowly 
began to realize that her calling --- in the spirit of the sociologist Max Weber --- was not social 
work, but rather becoming an educator. I asked: “What made you realize you wanted to become 
a teacher?” Vanessa quickly replied: “Just the good teachers I’ve had here, to be honest, like the 
sociology department is fucking fantastic. Like they’re awesome.” Specifically, Vanessa spoke 
in great praise of her Mixed-Race sociology course which she took with the chair of the 
department. “I was like, oh, she’s fantastic. She does what the majority of the sociology 
department does. She tries to relate it [the scholarly material on race] back to the personal lives 
of her students. And our class was super diverse. Um, so we learned about all these different 
racial categories and then different ways to identify, and to be honest, I don’t think anybody 
there knew that there were so many books on racial and ethnic identity.”  
The more I got to know about Vanessa’s experiences at CUNY and in New York, I 
realized that while there were strengths and enjoyable aspects. Some of these were cultivating a 
passion for sociology and changing careers from social work to education in light of inspiring 
teachers. There were also cases of, what the sociologist Robert K. Merton calls, role conflict. 
Role conflict is “when two or more discordant demands are placed on individuals, rendering 
them unable to fulfill their own or other’s expectations.”6 Vanessa has experienced role conflict 
 
6 Jeff Manza. 2018. The Sociology Project 2.5. Hoboken, NJ: Pearson. 
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in the past two years since starting at CUNY due to her personal health issues, undergraduate 
coursework and full-time job demands conflicting with each other.  
First is the conflict over the MTA (New York City’s transit system). In New York, we all 
have somewhere to be and, prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, the MTA had a daily subway 
ridership estimated at 5.5 million out of a city population of roughly 8.5 million. In Vanessa’s 
life, commuting from The Bronx to her CUNY campus and her job is a “mess”. “I catch the D to 
the 4. The 4 train is always packed in the morning. That goes down to 125th and Lexington. And 
at 125th there’s people fighting each other and pushing and shoving, and it’s just a mess. Like, 
we’re fighting each other on the train at 8 in the morning, like every day. It’s frustrating.” This 
frustration is amplified by train delays and rerouting, which at times creates conflict of being on 
time to class as a student and on time to work in Lower Manhattan as an employee at an eyewear 
store. Overall, Vanessa spends 1 hour and 30 minutes commuting one way to school and work – 
a commute that can be very draining considering the commute home late at night after a long and 
busy day.  
“I’ve been working retail for the past two years and it sucks. The other day my boss 
threw a cloth at me. And she was like, ‘polish off the glasses.’ She gave me busywork because 
there were no costumers.” Working 35 hours a week at the store and then taking night classes at 
CUNY in the Spring of 2019, Vanessa experienced role conflict as she ended up from time to 
time having to skip out on class due to medical reasons and work responsibilities. I questioned 
Vanessa as to what that is like to navigate those expectations and responsibilities. She replied: “I 
need money, so I can’t be at class sometimes, sometimes I wish I wasn’t working.” Dropping a 
full-time job to dedicate her time completely to her schoolwork and health was not an option for 
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Vanessa. Even though she was receiving financial aid to cover her tuition every semester, this 
did not mean she had money to cover increasing MTA expenses and bills outside of school.  
The role conflict became truly pronounced at the end of the semester, as she had final 
exams and papers on top of the 35 hours of work a week. Similar to Ben, Vanessa’s coping 
mechanism was “to not sleep”. While I interpreted the lack of sleep as a challenge, Vanessa 
stipulated that the lack of sleep “is not really a challenge, I have become numb to it.” Out of the 
twenty-five interviews of college students, Vanessa stood out as the only participant who used 
this peculiar language. She continued to explain: “I think I’ve become numb to the whole 
situation because this is what like my life has been like these past two years, you know? It was 
more of a challenge when I first started college, and I was like, how the fuck am I going to get all 
of this done? Now it’s not a challenge, like I just don’t think about it. I go to work and then I go 
to class. I’m in and out.” Navigating the structures of the MTA, CUNY, and work has made 
Vanessa adopt a defense mechanism of numbness – almost, as if, turning her daily activities into 
a robotic and machinated process. As a working-class New Yorker and student, her options and 
agency are limited by structures she perceives as “hierarchical and frustrating”.  
Despite the asymmetrical power relationships (as a student she must follow CUNY 
protocols and as an employee she must follow work orders in order to keep her job) she 
navigates in these different spheres of the social, it is the cultural expectation and desire to 
graduate that drives Vanessa’s calculations of everyday life. Vanessa notes that “The most 
important thing to me at the moment is graduating on time”, even if it means juggling full-time 
school and work. I responded by asking why she was so focused on graduating on time, to which 
Vanessa quickly replied:  
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Um, I've heard from people, um, and I know people that have been caught in the 
CUNY system. Um, so it's not, it's not to say that the CUNY system is like some 
bad, like evil thing, but the requirements they add up and people can't get into 
classes sometimes. And, you know, they keep putting things off and putting 
things off and then they get caught. And without this one class they've been trying 
to take since their freshman year and, um, that fourth year comes around and it's 
their final semester and that one class is moving and then they have to take it in 
the summer. And if they can't get into it in the summer, they have to take it in the 
fall and it just extends people's plans. 
 
The reality of CUNY life, according to Vanessa, is that one could get “caught” in an institution 
as if perhaps mirroring, like the French theorist Michel Foucault (1976) argues in Discipline and 
Punish: The Birth of the Prison, the disciplinary apparatus of the prison. Like the prison, the 
school doles out punishments and rewards as it surveils and manages its individuals and 
populations.  
Vanessa’s concerns over graduation are warranted given CUNY students’ challenge of 
graduating within four years. In “Degrees of Difficulty: Boosting College Success in New York 
City”, Tom Hilliard (2017) – writing for the non-profit Center for an Urban Future – notes: “The 
graduation rates are also alarmingly low at many of CUNY’s four-year colleges, hovering at 55 
percent after six years [for the Fall 2010 cohort].” Citing data from the CUNY Office of 
Institutional Research, Hilliard’s report illuminates this phenomenon and challenge of CUNY 





Baruch College leads CUNY with a graduation rate of 71% within six years, while at the 
opposite end, Medgar Evers College hovers at a mere 27%. Vanessa has internalized this CUNY 
reality. Because of this, she is concerned and dreams of graduating within four years. She added, 
“I want to be done with school to start life”. Taking initiative to manifest this dream, she found it 
challenging to meet with an advisor at CUNY so that she could confirm she was on “track” to 
graduate. “I haven’t met my advisor once in the 2.5 years I’ve been here…to be honest with 
you…I don’t want to wait, I don’t want to wait…it’s like the financial aid office or the 
bursars…they give you a number and there’s like three spots up there in the front desk and 
there’s not enough advisors…don’t like 20,000 students go here? And there’s not enough people 
to help you…so honestly, I rather just work with my degree works and kind of figure it out 
myself.”  
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Due to the high number of students at CUNY and lack of sufficient advisors, Vanessa – 
like many other students – describe getting bureaucratically “caught” in trying to see an advisor 
and thus instead turn to an online computerized advising system referred to as Degree Works. 
This technological turn is indicative of what some sociologists (see Ouellette 2008; Ramos-
Zayas 2012) call neoliberal personhood, which centers a language of the individual taking 
responsibility for themselves and their actions akin to President Reagan’s declaration in the 
1980s of “pulling yourself up by your own bootstraps.” Vanessa performed neoliberal 
personhood by avoiding a bureaucratic office visit that requires extensive patience, and, instead 
took the initiative of using the online advising platform of Degree Works even if she was not 
fully aware of how to navigate it thereby completely negating the possibility of a tête-à-tête with 
an actual advisor about her future.  
 Vanessa’s college experiences in New York highlight a race against time where in the 
present moment she pushes through night classes at CUNY after a long day of work. While she 
praises some of her professors, she relates that night classes have their own drawbacks: “I think 
we should have office hours open later because the office hours that we have now don’t work for 
me…I’m in class at 6pm so I can’t go to office hours and if professors don’t have an office I 
can’t meet with them on top of working around their time frame so office hours aren’t really 
available for night class students.” In addition to not being able to sit down with advisors, 
Vanessa finds meeting with her professors for office hours --- many of whom are non-tenure 
track “adjunct” part-time professors juggling multiple jobs to make ends meet in New York --- to 
be challenging given her demanding daily schedule. Given this reality, I wondered about 
Vanessa’s social life in CUNY and outside of it, to which she replied --- like many other students 
across the campuses analyzed --- that her expectation of college was “to make friends and party” 
 64 
but this never manifested. “The reality is we only talk to each other to complain about teachers or 
an exam or class.”  
Beyond that, there was no meaningful social interaction for the possibility of making 
friends and cultivating strong bonds of friendship. As we neared the end of the interview, I 
inquired as to what could be improved to make CUNY more conducive for student success. 
Vanessa responded strongly: “CUNY needs to stop bullshitting people because the curriculum 
should be more individually fitted to each student.” The concern here is that the curriculum 
creates hurdles for students as they endeavor to complete all requirements and, in Vanessa’s 
case, her grievance is that “I’ve been trying to take a Spanish class requirement for the past three 
semesters but I can’t get into one because there’s not enough seats.” Her present and future 
understanding of time as it relates to graduation and career goals thus collapse on to one another, 
as she states: “Thinking about the future makes me nervous because it’s so uncertain.”  
 But is feeling nervous about the future, the uncertainty of it, only specific to working-
class students who are trying to make “CUNY work”? The college experiences of Rob indicate 
that upper-middle-class students at CUNY face uncertainties too.  
Rob, 19, is a rising sophomore and a member of the Macaulay Honors College at CUNY. 
Having grown up his entire life in the Upper West Side of Manhattan with two tenured CUNY 
professor parents, Rob – who identifies as Jewish-American -- chose to pursue his undergraduate 
studies at CUNY as it would “work” in his favor for two main reasons: “I went to Macaulay 
above all other colleges because of the full ride for four years that I was offered. I didn’t want 
any debt from undergrad. And I wanted to stay in New York.” Like his working-class peers at 
CUNY, Rob calculated costs in the present and realized Macaulay was the right decision. He 
could have attended an expensive private university, but instead chose to delay accruing debt as 
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undergraduate as he rationalized that it would be more practical to take out student loans for 
graduate school.  
The calculation of attending CUNY to avoid debt came with challenges. As an honors 
student, Macaulay’s coursework is competitive and demanding according to Rob. He explains: “I 
realized in my time here that I put too much on my plate from full-time studying and internship 
work. At Macaulay we have to maintain a certain GPA otherwise we risk having our 
scholarships taken away.” Like all of the previous interviewees, Rob had to navigate the stress of 
maintain good grades or else risk losing his scholarship. Additionally, he had to dedicate time to 
his internship. The key difference between Rob and the great majority of students at CUNY is 
that he does not experience economic insecurity in his everyday life as his parents are tenured 
academic professionals, which provides a different experience of time for him as he has the 
privilege of dedicating his time to his classes and internship. “I want to pursue work in 
government in DC after college, so right now I am a political science major which is not 
common for Macaulay as most students are in the STEM tracks.” Rob stands out as an anomaly 
in his cohort of Macaulay honors students, as these young people strive to be upwardly mobile 
specifically by pursuing the fields of Science, Technology, Engineering and Math. These fields 
are in high demand in a post-industrial service economy, but for Rob he sees public service in 
government as equally important.  
In light of this, he seeks to work in the field of government in Washington D.C. after 
graduating from CUNY. Once he has a few years of government experience on his resume, Rob 
plans on pursuing a Juris Doctor/Master of Social Work dual program as means of further 
helping diverse sets of communities that have been historically underserved. As I listened closely 
to Rob’s mapping of his academic and professional goals throughout his twenties, it became 
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apparent that as a Macaulay honors student he is ambitious. More importantly, his modus 
operandi is to create a more socially equitable society through government service, litigation and 
social work. When I asked Rob how he manages to go about his everyday life given his heavy 
workload, I was surprised at the language he used: “I aggressively [his emphasis] plan out my 
schedule.” As I probed further into this language, Rob explained: “There is the certainty of 
uncertainties in the future, so by planning and re-planning I am able to get through it.” In Rob’s 
young life, he feels a race against time. But unlike previous interviewees, Rob’s emphasis on 
“aggressively planning” his schedule can be interpreted as a defense mechanism – if we take a 
psychosocial approach -- against the stresses and uncertainties of having too much on his plate as 
a 19-year-old CUNY student. And yet, we cannot use Rob’s college experiences as a 
generalizable statement for all Macaulay honors students. What are the experiences of honors 
students who do not come from privilege, but rather marginality and everyday economic 
uncertainty? To answer this question, we must now turn to Isabel.  
 
A Dream Deferred?  
 Isabel, 20, is a Macaulay honors student at CUNY, who identifies as an immigrant from 
the Dominican Republic that was raised in The Bronx. As a rising junior, Isabel’s dream is to be 
a chancellor of a K-12 educational system. As a product of New York City’s public Department 
of Education system, Isabel believes in the power of education to inspire individual lives and to 
empower communities especially those that are denied access to strong resources such as 
talented teachers, counselors, and social workers.  
Much like Rob, Isabel made a rational calculation to accept a full ride at CUNY because 
she “thinks extensively [her emphasis] about debt.” In fact, Isabel had to turn down offers from 
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prestigious universities such as the Ivy League’s University of Pennsylvania and, close to home, 
New York University. I was surprised when Isabel informed that she turned down such reputable 
offers, given that these private universities have large endowments and scholarships especially 
for students stemming from economic marginalization. “I just could not afford UPenn and NYU. 
They were too expensive. And I made a firm decision that I would not take out loans to pay for 
school.” Coming from a working-class immigrant family, like many of the previous 
interviewees, the opportunity to attend private universities was out of Isabel’s habitus.  
The French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu (1979) notes in his magnum opus, Distinction: A 
Social Critique of the Judgment of Taste, that a habitus is a structuring structure. Understood in a 
different light, every individual carries with them a particular habitus as it is a mental framework 
that structures an individual’s daily interactions, experiences and practices which allows them to 
make sense of their social worlds. Isabel’s habitus is one characterized by economic uncertainty 
as she nor her family could afford the exorbitant prices of private university even though the 
symbolic power of their names were enticing for a working-class young person in their quest for 
upward mobility in the US. By accepting a four-year scholarship at CUNY, Isabel invested in a 
future that would not be riddle with debt and stress over how to pay back those debts. In 
addition, by comprising to attend CUNY, Isabel affirmed the excellent and inspiring professors 
she had the honor to learn from in the past two years. Specifically, she found the honors seminars 
all Macaulay students were required to take to be enriching, such as The People of New York, 
where she learned about different waves of immigrants and how they have indelibly reshaped the 
urban fabric of the New York metropolis.  
Isabel’s sophomore year, however, revealed a number of challenges: “Going into my 
second year…um…that’s where the challenges started specifically because of family 
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responsibilities and demands. A family member of mine began to experience several health 
problems and so I had no choice but to become a part-time student all of sophomore year to help 
out my family.” For Isabel and her family, college had to take a backseat to the urgent needs of 
an ill family member. By dropping classes and becoming a part-time student, Isabel began to 
defer her dreams of graduating on time and becoming a chancellor of education in exchange for 
working to help pay the bills around the house. “I started to work more at the visitor center at 
school, which is really flexible, that I like, and also I babysit from time to time on top of tending 
after my ill family member.” Isabel had to calculate in her everyday life how to meet the 
demands of family, school and work all in a span of twenty-four hours.  
I wondered, however, if her status as a part-time student affected her scholarship at 
Macaulay. Isabel stated: “When I made the tough decision to become part-time as a student, I 
quickly learned that my TAP [New York State scholarship] was taken away and my Pell grant 
was reduced. At least, I have a partial Pell as a low-income student.” What we can glean perhaps 
from Isabel’s college experience is that even as colleges and scholarships may provide a sense of 
economic relief for talented students coming from marginality, they can equally and abruptly 
punish those same students when a family emergency arises by taking away or reducing their 
financial aid thereby amplifying the uncertainty and stress. These challenges then manufacture a 
sense of “falling behind” and not being on “track” for young people as they endeavor to manifest 
their dreams and goals, which germinates a language of dreams being deferred as in the words of 
African-American poet Langston Hughes.  
The feeling and experience of a dream being deferred is evidenced too in the life of 
Lucas.  
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Lucas, 20, identifies as a “Dreamer” from Costa Rica. When Lucas was two years old, his 
mother made the decision to bring him to the United States. Being raised with multiple identities 
– Costa Rican, American, and a New Yorker – Lucas learned at the end of high school that 
because he lacked a permanent residency card (a so-called “Green Card”) or a US passport his 
status as a Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) recipient would affect his college 
choices. According to Lucas, “When I was in high school, I started looking at colleges. I knew 
right away that it would cost money, so my parents and I knew that private schools were out of 
the question. SUNYs were too expensive and they didn’t make sense because it costs more to 
dorm there than the actual tuition. CUNY was the practical route because of in-state tuition. 
Now, the first two years my mom who I live with was paying for my tuition with the help of my 
dad who lives in Costa Rica. They were able to afford CUNY prices and this worked out in my 
favor because DACA students do not qualify for TAP or Pell grants.”  
In order to qualify for financial aid, one must either be a permanent resident or citizen of 
the United States. According to the New York Times, there are an estimated 800,000 young 
people in the country as of 2020 who are considered “Dreamers”7 – they were brought to this 
country as minors in an unauthorized manner thereby creating a legal limbo for them as they 
transitioned into adulthood. With the advent of the Trump administration, the DACA population 
had been under scrutiny as the administration attempted to cancel the program and voiced 
interest in their mass deportation. At the end of July 2020, the Supreme Court ruled in a 5-4 
decision that the Trump administration had not provided sufficient evidence for the program’s 
termination thus providing mass relief for these Dreamers that they would not face deportation 
orders (ibid).  
 
7 Miriam Jordan. 2020. “ ‘Dreamers’ Are Elated After Getting a Reprieve on DACA.” New York Times July 28 
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/06/18/us/DACA-dreamers-supreme-court-immigration.html 
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As a CUNY Dreamer, Lucas’ first two years were typified with intellectual exploration as 
he became engrossed with sociology and political science classes. It was through these classes, 
notes Lucas, that he found his passion in life: “I want to be a public servant. Once I graduate 
from undergrad, I think I want to get a Master’s in Criminal Justice here at CUNY and then try to 
find a job with the city so that I can help the people of New York in any way possible.” At the 
end of his sophomore year, the challenges began to emerge in Lucas’ life.  
“I was finishing up my second year, when I found out that my dad in Costa Rica was 
going to stop paying for my tuition. It was at that moment that I realized that I had to take 
responsibility and start working to pay for school because my mom could not afford it by 
herself.” As of August 2020, in-state tuition at a CUNY senior college for full-time students 
costs $6,930 for the academic year (not counting fees & textbooks). To a working poor or 
working-class family, especially one with undocumented status, this price tag can become a 
critical drain on the family budget. In the spirit of Simmel, Lucas internalized Simmel’s dictum 
of “time is money” and engaged in calculability as he quickly began working in New York’s 
booming food industry (that is, prior to Covid-19) as DACA recipients are legally allowed to 
work in the US. Lucas quickly worked his way up to become a manager at a major food chain. 
By pulling full-time shifts as a manager, Lucas then had the income needed to pay for his tuition 
throughout junior year.  
I asked Lucas what it was like to navigate both full-time work and school. He replied: 
“Money and time are what I think about all the time. I deal with a ton of stress because I have to 
be responsible for my employees at work and then I have the added responsibilities of full-time 
school. What ends up happening is that I end up being sleep deprived most of the time.” As I 
heard and interpreted this response, I wondered about Lucas’s social life. I thus asked: “What 
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about your social life?” Lucas quickly responded: “Pick your poison”. I was unclear about this 
response, so I asked for clarification. “Pick your poison”, he added once more. “I rarely see my 
friends. I picked my poison. I have to work. That’s not an option.” In Lucas’s college life in New 
York – specifically as a Dreamer – he had to make a calculation to forego an active social life 
and instead focus all of his energy towards work as well as school. Because of Lucas’s legal 
marginality as a Dreamer, he had to work twice as hard – even if it meant being sleep deprived 
and not seeing friends in his daily life -- to make sure that his CUNY dream of becoming a 
public servant would not be completely deferred.  
Across my interviews with CUNY students it was revealed that CUNY is a dream 
machine. The City University of New York provides students with the opportunity to manifest 
their dreams and goals, but concurrently the structure of CUNY can equally problematize those 
dreams, and, even defer them if work and family responsibilities arise. This can create role 
conflict amongst students, which is further amplified by feelings of stress and uncertainty. 
CUNY, however, is not the only university system in New York. If we change the context to the 
prestigious social realm of New York University, what are perhaps the similarities and 
differences of college students’ experiences when compared to CUNY?  
 
Welcome to New York University: A Tale of Glass Floors and Splintered Doors  
 New York University is a private university located Greenwich Village, Manhattan. 
Founded in 1831 by Albert Gallatin, NYU has evolved in its almost two-hundred-year history 
into a reputable global university system with myriad colleges whose strengths are drawn from 
its geographical location in New York City – a centripetal node for cultural development – and 
student body. According to NYU’s official website statistics, 115 countries are represented in the 
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first-year class and 28% of the 2018 first-year class were international students – thereby 
crowning it as the leading university in the entire country with the highest number of 
international students. Further, 82% of its first-years graduate in four years rather than six.  
For the class of 2022, NYU boasts a diverse student body: 21% white, 18% Hispanic, 
16% Asian, 9% Black, and 1% Native American.8 Additionally, 1 out of 5 of first years are the 
first in their families to attend college. Overall, NYU services roughly 27,000 undergraduate and 
26,000 graduate students across its schools.9 An incoming freshman to one of its largest schools -
-- College of Arts and Sciences (CAS) --- registered full-time for a whole academic year will 
expect to pay roughly $74,000 for tuition, fees, and housing.10 Tuition alone at NYU for the 
academic year equals to roughly $54,000, which is close to eight times what a CUNY student 
pays (roughly seven grand for the year).  
Using the Harvard economist Raj Chetty’s research on economic segregation and 
mobility in the US, NYU’s profile is typified by the following: “The median family income of a 
student from NYU is $149,300, and 62% come from the top 20 percent. About 3.6% of students 
at NYU came from a poor family but became a rich adult.”11 Interpreted in a different light, these 
economic figures indicate and substantiate the economist Richard Reeves’ (2017) thesis that the 
upper-middle-class (the top 20 percent of the income distribution) as a status group in the United 
States practices unfair opportunity hoarding and monopolization of rewards – an idea derived 
 
8 New York University. 2020. “NYU Facts”. https://www.nyu.edu/admissions/undergraduate-admissions/nyu-
facts.html; Notice, however, that the official statistics from NYU do not add up to 100%.  
9 College Board. 2020. “New York University”. https://bigfuture.collegeboard.org/college-university-search/new-
york-university 
10 New York University. 2020. “Tuition and Fees”. https://www.nyu.edu/students/student-information-and-
resources/bills-payments-and-refunds/tuition-and-
fees.html?currentOrProspective=prospective&enrollmentType=undergraduate&semester=Fall%202020&school=C
ollege%20of%20Arts%20and%20Science; According to its figures, one semester alone costs a whopping $37,062 
for tuition, fees, and housing.  
11 Raj Chetty in The New York Times. “New York University”. 
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/projects/college-mobility/new-york-university 
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from the classic German sociologist Max Weber. New York University, in comparison to the 
City University of New York, is thus an elite educational institution that predominantly services 
privileged families and, concomitantly, their progeny. What then does college life at NYU look 
like for the undergraduates I spoke to? 
 
Navigating Privilege in the Glass Floor 
 Jack, 20, is a rising junior at NYU who identifies as Jewish-American from the Upper 
West Side of Manhattan. Originally a transfer student from another private college in the quiet 
and rural environs outside of Philadelphia, Jack decided to transfer to NYU after his freshman 
year because he “disliked the constraints of living in a small rural area”. From the start of my 
interview with Jack, it became very evident that the quintessential American college experience 
of leaving the nest for the green college campus outside of the big city had its vicissitudes.  
Having been raised in New York, Jack quickly came to the realization during his 
freshman year that nothing compared to the energy and social scene of dream city. “I wasn’t 
satisfied at my small privileged college outside of Philly and, to be honest, I began to think about 
life back home in New York. It was too quiet and I could not really find my social scene at that 
small college. I put in a transfer application to NYU and within a few months received an email 
saying that I had been accepted. I was excited to be back where I grew up.” The moment Jack 
began college life at NYU as a sophomore, he would leisurely walk from his dorm to his classes 
in Greenwich Village. When I inquired of Jack about the most enjoyable aspects of NYU, 
outside of being back home, he replied: “I love how at CAS (College of Arts and Sciences), I am 
allowed to take economics and Middle Eastern studies. When you’re in class, you really feel how 
students get super involved in the material and intellectually debate. And, I really have to say 
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that the most enjoyable aspect of NYU is the difference that exists, like, there is this incredible 
intermingling of different people which I didn’t have in my privileged small liberal arts college 
in Pennsylvania.”  
In the time that I spoke to Jack, I began to notice in his narrative that he often 
foregrounded the word “privilege”. Columbia University sociologist, Shamus Khan’s (2011), 
ethnographic research explores the realm of the elite and the inculcation of privilege from an 
early age in Privilege: The Making of an Adolescent Elite at St. Paul’s School. Khan (2011) finds 
that privileged youth are socialized through their private education to prepare for a future where 
they acknowledge difference, but more importantly where their sense of self is understood 
through hard work and merit rather than inherited advantages stemming from class power 
crystallization. In Unequal Childhoods: Class, Race, and Family Life, sociologist Annette 
Lareau’s (2003) ethnography explains that inequality and privilege in social life, especially as it 
pertains to the family and education, can be understood through childrearing approaches. Lareau 
(2003) contends that working-class families adopt an “accomplishment of natural growth” 
approach whereas middle-class families adopt an approach of “concerted cultivation.” Working-
class kids are socialized by their parents to follow directives and feel a sense of powerlessness as 
well as frustration as they navigate the institutions of school and work. Middle-class kids, 
alternatively, are taught through concerted cultivation to engage in reasoning and negotiation as 
they navigate institutions, which produces a sense of entitlement as they transition into 
adulthood.  
For Jack, he acknowledged his class privilege – words he used in our interview – by 
noting how smooth and feasible it was for him to transfer from one small, rural, and expensive 
private university to NYU --- both universities cost a whopping $74,000 a year. When Jack 
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mentioned this, I asked if he had scholarships much akin to my CUNY interviewees. Jack 
responded by noting: “My grandfather is paying for my whole college experience. I know that is 
privilege.” Because of this privilege, Jack then related to me how “there was no need for me to 
work during college” thereby creating “no stresses in the larger scheme”. In Dream Hoarders, 
economist Richard Reeves (2017) contends that upper-middle-class families furnish a “glass 
floor” for their children. Reeves (2017) writes that a glass floor prevents privileged young people 
from experiencing downward social mobility in the US. He asserts: “Parents, then, have both the 
resources and motivation to put a glass floor underneath our children, doing whatever we can, 
including hoarding opportunities, to reduce the risk of being downwardly mobile” (2017: 76). By 
Jack’s grandfather fully covering his college experience (including housing) this creates a glass 
floor and a calculation that he successfully complete college.   
Jack does not experience the salient economic uncertainty, or even stress of classes being 
dropped due to lack of payment, that CUNY students experience in their everyday lives. In 
having the privilege of not stressing over pecuniary matters, Jack is then able to fully tap into his 
concerted cultivation by focusing in his economics and Middle Eastern studies classes where he 
has had the opportunity to discuss and debate with professors about neoliberal practices and, 
even, de rigueur political theory of accelerationism – the idea that capitalism will experience its 
own destruction if processes of capitalist accumulation are accelerated creating an aperture for 
anti-capitalist formations.12 And yet, even with a glass floor, Jack --- like all other students 
interviewed --- found it challenging navigating time: “At NYU you definitely feel a time 
constraint”. To attend NYU comes with calculations: the credentialism of NYU comes at the 
price of having to feel the pressures of time. This time constraint was felt because of the rigorous 
 
12 See Steven Shaviro. 2015. No Speed Limit: Three Essays on Accelerationism. MN: University of Minnesota Press.  
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demands of classes, but also because of the abundance of social activities in a large school. In 
Jack’s life as a college student at NYU, he is still trying to find his social scene and identity 
given the large numbers of students coming from places all over the world. As for his future, 
Jack firmly stated the following: “I don’t know what I will be doing for sure, but what I do know 
is that I don’t want to work for McKinsey.” McKinsey is an American consulting firm, which 
according to Jack is a coveted employer amongst many NYU students looking to get a return on 
their expensive investment during their college years.  
Students, and their parents, at NYU have profoundly internalized the externality --- as the 
French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu (1979) would argue – that college is an investment and its 
credentialism offers symbolic power to future employers. Lucy’s experiences at NYU illuminate 
this reality, too. 
Lucy, 20, is a rising junior who identifies as white and from Connecticut. Having grown 
up in the New York tri-state area, Lucy always dreamed of studying and living in New York 
City. Initially, Lucy enrolled at NYU to study neuroscience. By the third semester of college, 
Lucy had an epiphany and realized that neuroscience was “not for me”. “I originally wanted to 
apply neuroscience to orthopedic surgery, but through the impact of my experience playing 
basketball and my friends on the team I realized that sports management was the way to go”, 
explained Lucy. In Lucy’s life, basketball is central to her habitus. Beyond NYU’s reputation for 
strong academics, Lucy was persuaded to attend NYU because of its basketball team even 
though as a Division III school they could not offer scholarships to its recruits. Without a 
scholarship, I wondered if Lucy had taken out student loans to cover her college experience: “I 
didn’t take out any loans for NYU. Thankfully, my parents have worked in finance. When they 
were young they delayed having children so they could save up and invested in stocks to create a 
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college account for me. So I will be graduating with no debt.” Á la Richard Reeves (2017), 
Lucy’s upper-middle-class parents provided a glass floor – much like Jack’s grandfather --- by 
covering her full college experience and thereby preventing her from amassing student debt.  
Not having to stress about paying for college, Lucy was then able to dedicate her energy 
and time to the classroom, the basketball court, two unpaid internships, and part-time job at 
NYU’s athletic facility. Once Lucy began to enroll in sports management classes, she saw that it 
was a fit for her: “I played basketball in high school and now in college. When I started taking 
courses in sports management I became really engaged and really enjoyed having female 
professors in this field…like the representation of females in the sports field that is important to 
me even if the classes are still mostly guys.” On and off the basketball court, Lucy thinks 
constantly about basketball because in the present moment it is her community that anchors her 
in her busy life as an NYU student even with the challenges. At the beginning of her sophomore 
year, Lucy notes, “I almost quit the team because it was too much…all of it…it was physically 
exhausting and demanding, but I stayed because my best friends are there.” And once the 
basketball season was over in early March, she was able to focus even more on classes and 
dedicate time to her unpaid internships. One of these internships is in New Jersey and the other 
in Midtown Manhattan.  
I wanted to explore the topic of internships and thus asked Lucy why the internships 
mattered to her. “I feel that there is this pressure now to have not just one, but two internships 
before you graduate to be competitive. Like, I know that you don’t need an internship to get a 
job, but it does help since everyone is doing internships.” Lucy feels peer pressure, a positive 
type, to conform to the 21st century prerequisite of having some internship experience on her 
resume before going on the job market. Lucy specifically used the word “competitive” to 
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implicitly denote a reality of life, especially in the context of New York: the labor market is 
competitive. By paying for her college, Lucy’s parents are providing a glass floor of support 
which allows Lucy two take on not one, but two, unpaid internships which a working-class 
CUNY student may not be able to do. Reeves (2017) contends that getting into elite private 
universities is an example of unfair opportunity hoarding, but likewise so is hoarding internships. 
The logic behind Reeves’ argument is that an upper-middle-class college student who takes a 
seat at NYU or an unpaid internship is thereby denying a poor or working-class student the 
chance to be upwardly mobile and achieve the American Dream. This is not to deny that upper-
middle-class children work hard; they do. However, the difference lies in privileged children 
being ahead of the game due to their family’s access to stronger resources.  
In light of this, Lucy stated that she needs to be “strategic” about her plans for undergrad 
and post-grad. In the current moment, that strategic mentality has manifested in moving out of 
NYU housing and thinking about applying to law school for sports law. According to Lucy, 
NYU dorms are too expensive. Two of her best friends decided to apartment hunt with her and 
they found a 3-bedroom in the Financial District of Lower Manhattan. “We each saved $800 a 
month by moving out of NYU housing and now pay $1250 for our individual rooms”, notes 
Lucy. Even with a glass floor, Lucy had to strategize on how to save money and work with a 
budget in a city where time is money. By having the credentialism of NYU in the near future, 
Lucy dreams of going to law school to bring pay equity in the world of professional female 
sports and hopes to “have a life” which she thinks she would not have had if she had continued 
with neuroscience. Moreover, Lucy’s future self is imagined here in dream city as she added: “I 
see my post-grad life definitely situated here in NYC…I like the diversity and how accessible 
everything is by train.”  
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The accessibility, or, rather, convenience of New York is a powerful factor in why 
millions across the world desire to study and live here. This was indeed the case for Rosa, who 
ventured cross-country from California to begin her dreams of going to college in the city that 
never sleeps.  
Rosa, 19, is a rising junior who identifies as Hispanic-American and hails from the upper-
middle-class city of Redondo Beach, California. As a first-generation college student of 
immigrant parents from Central America, Rosa feels --- like Sue and Vanessa at CUNY --- 
“blessed to be at NYU.” Rosa uses the language of “blessing” to describe how her parents gave 
her the opportunity and full financial support to make her dream of studying in New York come 
true. She explains: “NYU attracted me because of its media program and, you know, New York 
is the cool and fun city college students want to be in.” As I listened closely to Rosa’s life as an 
NYU student from an elite space in California, I came to learn of a young person who saw New 
York’s “toughness” as a tool for cultivating freedom when she noted: “I saw a girl here leave 
after 2 weeks freshman year!” Moreover, Rosa carries with her a powerful desire to graduate 
from NYU because “it equates to the American Dream.”  
Rosa is serious about school. Moreover, she is stressed about grades. Coming from a 
private college preparatory school, she was socialized into a hard-work ethic where excellent 
grades and perseverance are strongly valued. From an educator’s perspective, grades are the way 
we measure a student’s overall progress throughout the semester and their understanding of the 
class material. From a structural-functionalist sociological perspective, the grades legitimize and 
reinforce the structure of education as a vehicle for credentialism. Now, from a student’s 
perspective, Rosa notes that grades are “equated to success and intelligence…that’s the mentality 
since high school…you need to get good grades to get into college…A’s have become what’s 
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acceptable…and if you get good grades in college then you will be successful.” Because of this, 
Rosa cares about what classes she’s taking and with which professors.  
“I really like the shared experience of hard work and intelligence at NYU. Here, I get to 
choose my classes as I study media, culture and communications since I am interested in 
working in PR and advertising. But, I never thought I was going to be intimidated by students 
and professors,” explained Rosa. Delving more into this, I learned that Rosa finds “some 
professors too smart and that they shouldn’t be teaching because they gloss over the fact that we 
are just students and not experts in the field.” In the face of intimidating professors and 
classmates, Rosa engaged in Lareau’s (2003) concerted cultivation and began to stand up for 
herself to confidently voice her opinion in class. Or, as Rosa calls it, she had to “man up”. In 
having to “man up” at school, Rosa was “doing gender” (West & Zimmerman 1987) thereby 
activating a socially constructed heteronormative and gendered masculine performance of power 
in order to dominate the classroom discussion. And when the professor and the material proved 
too challenging, “we have had to band with other students and then the teaching assistant’s 
help”.  
Much like CUNY, at NYU there is a spirit of camaraderie when it comes to banding 
together for the collective pursuit of getting good grades – something which becomes 
problematized at Columbia University as will be discussed shortly. This camaraderie is also 
evident in Rosa’s Christian club which she joined when she started college in New York. Having 
joined this club proved to be very functional and rewarding, as the Christian club allowed her to 
meet and make new friends in addition to landing her an internship at the elite space of the 
British Christie’s auction house. “One of the staff members had a direct contact there and it just 
worked out” stated Rosa. The weak tie she had with this staff member at her collegiate religious 
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club landed her a “rare opportunity”, even if the internship was unpaid, and, moreover, 
substantiates Granovetter’s (1973) thesis of the strength of weak ties.  
Rosa’s glass floor experience at NYU has given her the privilege to not only study in 
New York and to acquire a symbolically powerful internship, but to also study abroad at NYU’s 
campus in London. Rosa describes her study abroad experience by noting that “In London, 
there’s no language requirement, so that’s easy, and it’s also an easy place to travel from because 
of cheap train and flight tickets to other cities in Europe. There’s this pressure to leave London --
- I mean that stereotype of it being rainy and cloudy is true – so with friends we have visited on 
the weekends Barcelona, Paris, and Venice. It’s very feasible and affordable like less than $100 
roundtrip.” Study abroad has given Rosa the opportunity to cultivate both social and cultural 
capital (Bourdieu 1979): she gets to make new friendships and learn about different cultures in 
Europe as an American. However, Rosa does convey some challenges to NYU’s study abroad 
program in London: “London didn’t live up to the hype. It’s more expensive here than New York 
and London is a GPA killer. Like, there’s a war on grades here. The biggest complaint here by 
NYU students is that the professors are incredible vague with what they want from us. I think it’s 
a very American thing to protest a grade.” Rosa had to learn to be assertive in London about her 
grades because as she explained before good grades are equated to success, which is her modus 
operandi.  
Success is deeply ingrained in Rosa’s young life that she started at NYU as a freshman 
with an Associate’ degree in hand due to her Advanced Placement and community college 
classes in high school. In light of this, Rosa is “looking forward to graduating a whole academic 
year early from NYU, which means I am saving my parents tens of thousands of dollars. The 
faster the better.” As an upper-middle-class young person, Rosa thinks about money and 
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expresses some class guilt over it: “I have mixed feelings because I have this privilege of not 
having to work, like, I wish I could contribute…I feel bad that I go out and it’s not my money 
but it is comforting to be able to go out and de-stress from school by going to a restaurant with 
friends.” Her parents are providing a glass floor for her expensive NYU experience --- she did 
not receive any scholarships --- because as her father said “ ‘you pay for the name…NYU is 
NYU’ ”. The concern over this status symbol and Rosa’s success has her already looking at 
graduate schools back in Los Angeles even though her family is encouraging her to study in one 
of the Ivy Leagues – despite the fact that they do not offer the media program she is interested in. 
In her immigrant parent’s eyes, an Ivy League education will further increase her chances of 
securing American success As the sociologist Robert K. Merton (1938) pointed out close to a 
century ago, in her pursuit of this cultural goal, Rosa has experienced an “American stress” as a 
conformist --- even with the support of a glass floor.  
Jack, Lucy, and Rosa are emblematic of a glass floor college experience at NYU. The 
question that beckons then is the following: What does college life look like outside of the glass 
floor at NYU? 
 
Navigating Splintered Doors  
 Kristine, 20, is a native New Yorker and rising junior at NYU. She identifies as a 
Brooklynite from Bay Ridge and, like Rosa, is a first-generation college student. Originally, 
Kristine’s goal was to gain acceptance to either Princeton or Columbia – two Ivy League 
schools. Knowing full well how competitive these schools are -- with applications in the tens of 
thousands and an acceptance rate less than eight percent – Kristine and her parents were crossing 
fingers for an acceptance. Alas, the dream of attending these two schools did not come to 
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fruition. For Kristine and her parents, NYU was considered “a safety school” option in close 
proximity to her Brooklyn home. Interestingly, Kristine’s parents were not impressed by NYU in 
contrast to Rosa’s parents. “My parents thought that NYU didn’t have a ‘name’ like Princeton or 
Columbia, so they were disappointed because they had created a hierarchy in their heads about 
the schools” explained Kristine. In fact, her parents were hoping that with an acceptance to an 
Ivy League school she would receive a full four-year scholarship and relieve all of them from the 
expensive financial responsibility of college. In the end, Kristine reluctantly enrolled at NYU as 
a pre-med student and when I asked about her past two years there she replied with the 
following:  
 
So not to be brash, but I absolutely hate it. That's fine. Yeah. Um, it's just, the school 
itself is fine. It just doesn't feel like a school. Like, to me it feels more of like a 
bureaucracy. If anything, like the administration has just been super unhelpful. 
Financial aid made me cry, like an uncountable amount of times. Like they just 
have no respect. Like they don't see students as students. They see them as like 
potential income for them. So I don't really like that. And then I'm also pre-med 
and all of my pre-med classes so far have had more than 300 people in them. And 
like my chemistry class, which I just finished has 600 people in it. The professor 
doesn't answer emails, his office hours are like, while I work. So there's no way for 
me to have a relationship with him at all. That sounded kind of weird, like just, 
yeah. So I don't know. I feel very, like, you have to fight your way to get anything 
you want and I didn't expect that to be my college experience.  
 
 84 
As an educator who teaches at both CUNY and NYU, I was intrigued that Kristine had 
foregrounded the word “hate” when discussing her NYU college experience. This intense and 
passionate dislike for NYU – a school that many dream of attending – is rooted in a number of 
different factors: NYU feeling like a bureaucracy, the financial aid office being unhelpful and 
treating her as “potential income”, the massive pre-med classes, and, lastly, an unresponsive 
chemistry professor. Unlike the previous NYU students I interviewed, it became evident that 
Kristine experienced stress over NYU “being ridiculously expensive” as she did not have a solid 
glass floor to support her. Instead, Kristine’s college experience is characterized by what I am 
framing as an experience of splintered doors.  
 A door opens up opportunities. These opportunities can potentially lead to a life of 
upward mobility and security. However, a door can be splintered: it lets you into a building or 
institution, but in touching said door there is the possibility that the door will be splintered. A 
sharp piece of wood or glass from the door can cause pain and frustration. Splintered doors is a 
metaphor for the experience that some students at private elite colleges may experience due to 
financial struggles and a feeling of exclusion due to class, or, even perhaps, racial divisions.  
As a biracial child, Kristine’s strong “hate” towards NYU is not anchored in racial micro-
aggressions from other students but rather a class divide. As I listened to Kristine, I learned that 
both of her parents were out of work. In the wake of this, family finances were precarious and 
NYU’s expensive bills were being footed through her parents savings and student loans. This 
reality created a lived experience of pronounced stress for Kristine, as she navigated the heavy 
pre-med workload, unemployed parents, and taking care of a child at her baby-sitting gig. These 
challenges created in Kristine’s life an experience at NYU of splintered doors, which left her 
feeling “like, you have to fight your way to get anything you want.” Kristine’s stress over how to 
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pay for school is antithetical to Jack’s glass floor and privilege of having a grandfather who 
covers all of his college expenses. Kristine’s splintered doors experience at NYU is 
representative of what sociologists refer to as social stratification. Social stratification is defined 
as “the existence of structured inequalities between groups in society in terms of their access to 
material or symbolic rewards…[and] The most distinctive form of stratification in modern 
societies is class divisions.”13 Having to pay tens of thousands of dollars at NYU each semester 
for massive pre-med classes, an unresponsive professor, and an unhelpful bureaucratic institution 
has left Kristine with a feeling of hate towards her college as a first-generation college student of 
limited economic resources.  
And yet, despite the stress and economic challenges of NYU, Kristine perseveres in her 
academics as she has calculated that by graduating in two years from NYU, medical schools in 
the Northeast will hopefully accept her allowing her to manifest her dream of being a doctor. In 
Kristine’s college life at NYU, she experiences splintered doors through class divisions. In 
Molly’s experience as a college student at NYU, splintered doors are instead navigated 
“strategically” given a lack of racial diversity.  
Molly, 19, is a rising sophomore from New Jersey. She identifies as African-American 
and a second-generation college student. At the beginning of our interview, Molly articulated a 
language of “growing pains”, expectations and realities when I asked her to tell me about her life 
at NYU. Molly explains: “My NYU experience has been a time of growing pains, adjustments 
and reconciling expectations with my realities. I started NYU super scared about failing my 
classes and all the new expectations of college so I threw myself into my schoolwork and pretty 
much put my social life on the back burner.” In her first year of college in New York, instead of 
 
13 Anthony Giddens et al. 2016. Introduction to Sociology. New York, NY: W.W. Norton & Company, Inc.  
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experiencing stress over her classes, Molly experienced a fear over failing them. A consequence 
of this was that she foreclosed the possibility of a healthy balance between school and a social 
life.  
When Molly quickly realized that putting her social life “on the back burner” was not 
“strategic”, she made some changes. Molly notes: “I then learned that I could not live life this 
way so I figured out how to get involved in clubs that made me feel at home at NYU.” The clubs 
that NYU provided and which she joined were Organization of Black Women and the Academic 
Achievement Program. It was there “where I finally found a community that I could identify 
with. The same thing happened in Madrid where I struggled with the lack of cultural diversity 
but then adjusted to it with the help of the friends that I made and relationships I discovered. It's 
all just been a big adjustment and realizing that it takes me longer than others to feel at home in a 
new environment and form meaningful relationships. And that's okay because I have grown so 
much from it so every second was worth it.” In wanting to explore these changes further, Molly 
related to me that she felt a need to make these changes as she found in her first year a peculiar 
contradiction at NYU.  
“Personally, I think that NYU brands itself as this very diverse place because it’s in New 
York. But being a student here, you quickly realize that NYU is a very white institution”, stated 
Molly. As noted earlier in the chapter, according to the NYU website, African-American 
students account for 9% of the student population. Molly’s experience as a young Black woman 
at an elite institution at NYU is an experience of splintered doors. Having worked hard in her 
high school years to get accepted at NYU, Molly did not expect to experience “growing pains” 
of racial exclusion at a large university that many interpret as very diverse. Instead, Molly 
believes that NYU needs more racial diversity as she claims that the campus is predominantly 
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populated by white and Asian students. When she found clubs catering to her identity, she stated 
that she felt like she had found her “community” and made her “feel at home.”  
I was curious as to why Molly had mentioned the city of Madrid, Spain, when discussing 
her experiences at NYU. Molly noted: “I did study abroad for the spring semester at NYU’s 
Madrid campus. I was excited to explore Spain’s culture and make new friends. But for those of 
us who went and who identify as minorities in the US, we came across various instances of 
racism when we went to restaurants with the way waiters and Spaniards spoke to us. That was 
definitely a growing pains experience.” To cope with the unexpected racist comments, these 
study abroad minority students from NYU banded together into a support system for each other 
as they found the NYU administration to be unhelpful.  
Critical race scholar, Eduardo Bonilla-Silva (2004), contends that in a post-Civil Rights 
era racial minorities in the US continue to navigate life in a system of racial stratification. To 
understand this racial stratification, we must perceive the operation of color-blind ideology and 
the structure of white supremacy. Bonilla-Silva (2004) asserts: “In post-civil rights America the 
maintenance of systemic white privilege is accomplished socially, economically, and politically 
through institutional, covert, and apparently nonracial practices. Whether in banks or 
universities, in stores or housing markets, ‘smiling discrimination’ tends to be the order of the 
day. This kinder and gentler form of white supremacy has produced an accompanying ideology: 
the ideology of colour-blind racism. This ideology denies the salience of race, scorns those who 
talk about race, and increasingly proclaims that ‘We are all Americans’ ” (934).14  
In the New York campus of NYU, Molly experienced splintered doors as a Black woman 
when she noticed the whiteness of the institution in the student body and professors. In the NYU 
 
14 Eduardo Bonilla-Silva. 2004. “From bi-racial to tri-racial: Towards a new system of racial stratification in the 
USA”. Ethnic and Racial Studies, 27:6, 931-950, DOI: 10.1080/0141987042000268530 
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Madrid campus, she experienced splintered doors as a Black American studying and traveling 
abroad with fellow minority students, who were – in the spirit of the symbolic interactionist 
sociologist Howard Becker – labeled “outsiders” by Spaniards due to their phenotype and 
speech. In one instance, Molly noted how a fellow NYU student of Colombian descent was 
ostracized by a Spanish waiter for using words specific to the Colombian-Spanish dialect.  
Overall, despite these challenges rooted in racial difference, Molly has made adjustments 
to make NYU “work”. By becoming more “strategic” with her time management, as it produced 
cases of stress at first, Molly has cultivated a flexible schedule where she has time to complete 
coursework, dog walk and tutor on the side, and socialize with friends at her collegiate 
organizations. She adds: “This way I am not compromising my social life and it’s been such a 
relief.”  
New York University students, like CUNY students, come from all walks of life. They 
collectively experience challenges and stresses over time management, grades, and graduating as 
they endeavor to achieve their own individual American Dreams. At NYU, however, glass floors 
and splintered doors matter in the lives of students. But if we change the context from these 
schools to Columbia University, are the college experiences of Columbia students similar or 
different? Does attending a coveted Ivy League university in New York render a distinct college 
experience and social world?  
 
Columbia Time: Hyper-competition, Guilt, and the Professional Triad  
 Columbia University is located in the Morningside Heights neighborhood of upper 
Manhattan. Columbia was founded in 1754 and it is “the oldest institution of higher learning in 
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the state of New York and the fifth oldest in the United States.”15 It is one out of a total of eight 
elite and highly selective private universities in the Northeast of the US, which make up the 
reputable Ivy League association.  
According to Columbia’s Office of Planning and Institutional Research, there were a 
whopping 42,569 applications submitted to the university for 2019. In that application pool, 
2,245 applicants from across the world were offered an acceptance letter. Out of that pool of 
admits, 1,392 officially accepted the offer and enrolled at Columbia thereby catalyzing a rare 
college experience only offered to less than 7% of all applicants each year.16 Columbia 
University’s total enrollment across its undergraduate and graduate schools was 33,413 in Fall 
2019. Its undergraduate schools --- Columbia College, Engineering, and General Studies --- had 
a total enrollment of 9,001. The majority of these undergraduate students are found at Columbia 
College. According to the Office of the Provost’s statistics, Columbia College is 34% White, 
17% Asian, 13% Hispanic, 8% African-American, and less than 1% Native American – 
accounting for a total count of 4,675 enrolled students in 2019. Additionally, 16% of Columbia 
College’s enrolled students were “non-resident Aliens”, or, in other words, students who are 
neither permanent residents nor citizens of the United States; but who have come, like their US 
citizen peers, to New York to pursue their American dreams.17 These dreams, however, come 
 
15 Columbia University. 2020. “History”. https://www.columbia.edu/content/history 
16 Columbia University. 2020. “Columbia College and School of Engineering Undergraduate Fall Admissions 
Statistics, 2010-2019.” 
https://opir.columbia.edu/sites/default/files/content/Statistical%20Abstract/opir_admissions_history.pdf 
17 Columbia University. 2020. “Headcount Enrollment by School, Race/Ethnicity, and Citizenship, Fall 2019.” Office 
of the Provost 
https://opir.columbia.edu/sites/default/files/content/Statistical%20Abstract/opir_enrollment_ethnicity.pdf 
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with a hefty price tag much akin to NYU: For the 2019-2020 academic year, it cost $76,340 to 
study and live on campus at Columbia College as an undergraduate.18  
If we study the economist Raj Chetty’s research on economic diversity in colleges we 
will find that Columbia is strikingly similar to NYU, “The median family income of a student 
from Columbia is $150,900, and 62% come from the top 20 percent.” Interpreted in a different 
light, the majority of Columbia students come from an upper-middle-class socioeconomic 
background and are therefore provided with a glass floor by their families as they endeavor to 
pursue freedom as young people new to New York. In my interviews with these Columbia 
undergraduates, a challenging social world was revealed as they each foregrounded experiences 
of hyper-competition, guilt, and class matters that operated in a race against time. In order to 
understand these experiences and calculations of what I am referring to as “Columbia Time”, let 
us first turn to Jess.  
 
From the Suburbs to Dream City: When Expectations and Realities Meet at Columbia  
 Jess, 21, is a rising senior at Columbia College. She identifies as a biracial first-
generation college student, with a passion for studying chemistry. Originally from Maryland, 
Jess made the agentic calculation --- with the financial support of her parents --- to pursue her 
college dreams in the Big Apple because “It’s New York City! I hated and was tired of the 
monotony of the suburbs…by coming to New York I could pursue strong academics and at the 
time I thought about also pursuing music.” When Jess moved her freshman year to dream city, 
she quickly realized that the pace of life and energy here was the antithesis of the suburbs: “I had 
 
18 Columbia University. 2020. “Undergraduate Term Bill: Tuition, Mandatory Fees, Room and Board, 2010-2019.” 
Office of the Provost 
https://opir.columbia.edu/sites/default/files/content/Statistical%20Abstract/opir_ug_tuition.pdf 
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to make adjustments for sure. Like, learning to navigate the trains, where to get on and off so you 
don’t get lost…it really made you learn the geography of New York…and I had to adjust to the 
way people move here…everything and everyone is moving fast.” As Jess became acclimated to 
New York’s culture of fast movement and 24/7 subways, she had to swiftly adjust as well to 
Columbia’s college culture --- both its enjoyable and challenging aspects.  
 Freshman year for Jess was an eye-opener. She explains: “I had to build new study 
habits. In high school, I was a high academic achieving student and I didn’t study too much for 
exams. Here at Columbia, everyone is high academic achieving.” In order to thrive in this new 
environment, Jess had to “really look over my notes and make flashcards…and study, like 
seriously everyday”. Initially, Jess attempted to study chemistry and music at Columbia since 
both programs were offered but it quickly proved challenging. “I trained as a violinist and I 
never expected to fail music theory here at Columbia. But it happened. It was too demanding to 
juggle both chemistry and music. I realized it was just better to focus on chemistry.” Jess loves 
playing music, however, she had to calculate and focus all her energy and time on just one major 
--- chemistry --- which she also equally loves.  
As she navigated her first three years of chemistry and general education courses, Jess 
spoke – unlike CUNY students – about how much she loved the access to faculty members: 
“Here at Columbia there is definitely a culture of accessibility of faculty. Like they expect you to 
come see them. My chemistry professors are really well known in the chemistry world…they 
really make the effort to help you understand the material when they don’t have to…so at first it 
was really frustrating having to go to office hours to do well in class but then you understand that 
it’s a space for understanding the material.” Jess foregrounded specifically how she had the time 
to go to office hours and even manage an unpaid job as a campus tour guide for Columbia – a 
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job she also loves – because of her parent’s financial help. “My parents are helping me pay for 
tuition and expenses like my single door room...there’s an abundance of them here.…they are 
both computer engineers and I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for their support.” As an upper-
middle-class student at Columbia, Jess fits the socioeconomic culture of this Ivy League 
institution of higher education. And yet, Jess concurrently articulated a discourse of adjustments 
towards some aspects of Columbia college life.  
Jess noted emphatically: “Here at Columbia there’s definitely a culture of overwork. Like 
if you are not working round the clock, you are doing something wrong. The library is constantly 
packed. There’s also a culture of not ‘selling out’ to finance. I think there’s a stigma to studying 
finance and working for banks. And, lastly, majority of people here brag about lack of sleep.” I 
quickly replied to her point on sleep and its lack by following up with the following question: 
“What do you think that means?” Jess responded by contending: “I think less sleep translates 
symbolically into studying hard. Like I used to pull all-nighters, but I couldn’t keep up, it was 
rough, so I began to prioritize sleep, at least 7 hours.” In my conversations with Jess and other 
Columbia students, talk of sleep deficit, overwork, and not enough time became social patterns I 
observed. In Jess’s case, she “couldn’t keep up” even though she tried to. It became clear that 
this “keeping up” was rooted in a structure typified by hyper-competition.  
According to Jess, to physically sleep and rest one’s mind and body at the elite institution 
of Columbia is symbolically translated as being diametrically opposed to productivity. By 
“bragg[ing] about lack of sleep”, Columbia students gain a social currency in their context that is 
equated to good work and “toughness” in the face of a hyper-competitive order. For Jess, she 
was forced by her physical limitations to prioritize her health and calculated that she needed at 
least seven hours of sleep every night – a calculation needed in order to complete her studies. 
 93 
Further, Jess noted that in this hyper-competitive and elite social world, students majoring in 
finance are “stigmatized” as “sell outs”. In sociology, we define a stigma as “A negative 
characteristic or credential attached to an individual that implies disgrace, such as a criminal 
record, a poor reputation, or other indicators of disgrace.”19 In the context of Columbia, studying 
finance is an indicator of disgrace as it is perceived as “selling out” to banks – many of whom 
had primary roles in the housing crisis of 2008 -- in a 21st century historical epoch of economic 
divergence that former Princeton professor and now CUNY scholar, Paul Krugman, refers to as 
“the second gilded age”.20 In this age of economic divergence and uncertainty, some students 
like Jess see chemistry as a path towards security and others see finance as a bedrock to 
economic freedom. But whether you are studying chemistry or finance, both fields are at the end 
of the day anchored in a social world of hyper-competition and time guilt --- if you are not 
studying and working hard at Columbia at every hour then you are “wasting” a rare opportunity 
to achieve upward mobility. 
 The salient concern over time – its lack rather than its abundance – is equally felt outside 
the classroom and campus. Jess explains: “Everyone’s very focused here from freshman year to 
get an internship. You hear classmates talking non-stop about getting internships from the 
moment you arrive on campus because it’s all about jobs. It’s about building your career”. Like 
Rob at CUNY and Rosa and Lucy at NYU, Jess expresses the importance of internships – 
finding them and, then, attaining one or several --- for creating a school-to-internship-to-labor 
market professional triad. In young people’s college lives, in both public and private schools, 
there is a powerful internalization of an externality which dictates a calculation between this 
professional triad (go to college, get internships, and secure a job) and potential upward mobility 
 
19 Jeff Manza. 2018. The Sociology Project 2.5. Hoboken, NJ: Pearson. 
20 Paul Krugman. 2009. The Conscience of a Liberal 
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in American social life. Undergraduates engage in a socialization process of intensive pre-
professionalization and stress that catalyzes a neoliberal marketization of the self: failure to get 
an internship is a failure in marketing oneself as productive and rich in human capital to a future 
employer. In Jess’s life, she felt lucky to have landed one at the closing of her sophomore year. 
“I found the internship because of a family member who works at the FDA [Food & Drug 
Administration] in Maryland. I did it over the summer. It allowed me to get lab experience and 
apply my understanding of chemistry. I really lucked out” she noted. For Jess, she wedded 
having a family member, who is an employee of the FDA, to luck when a different interpretation 
would have been that her kinship ties provided a glass floor resource that culminated in acquiring 
a reputable internship at a young age.  
This socialization process of pre-professionalization, however, creates challenges beyond 
meticulous studying, a sleep deficit and stress over internships. Jess, like other Columbia 
students interviewed, expressed that there were many instances of “Having to choose between 
going out or studying, which is basically FOMO”. FOMO is subcultural argot for “fear of 
missing out.” Jess desired to go out and socialize as a young person, however the stress of the 
professional triad at the Ivy League forced her to invest her time in her future career rather than 
in a brief episode of leisure in dream city. In fact, “there’s actually not enough time to explore 
and enjoy the city since school comes first. And since everyone’s busy all the time, it’s been a 
challenge meeting new people and making more friends.” At Columbia, Jess has made a 
calculation that to succeed academically and professionally she had to accept a “small group of 
friends that I am happy for” even though she wishes she had more time to cultivate more 
meaningful friendships and explore New York like she originally sought to when she began her 
journey here. At the closing of our interview, I inquired of Jess what her post-graduate plans 
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were and she replied: “That’s actually the stressful and scary part to think about…I’m just not 
sure if I should go straight into industry or go get a Master’s or PhD…I have to figure out what 
comes next.” In Jess’s sense of self and time, there is an active understanding of a self that 
engages in “hard work” in the present and an uncertain near future where the self is married to 
careerism at the expense of a more active social life.  
 At the age of eighteen, Jess made a decision that radically changed her path as she 
ventured into dream city from the suburbs of Maryland to manifest her college dreams at 
Columbia. What happens, however, when you are a native son to this electric metropolis and 
gain acceptance to the privileged halls of Columbia College? To answer this, we must turn to 
Matt.  
 
A Native Son in the Heart of Columbia’s Privilege  
 Matt, 20, is white and a junior at Columbia College majoring in history. He identifies as a 
native New Yorker from Brooklyn, who feels grateful to be at an Ivy League since he was 
originally wait listed by Columbia. Matt elaborated on this experience of being wait-listed: 
“When I received an email notification my senior year of high school from Columbia, I couldn’t 
believe I was even considered and by what I mean by this is that the mere fact that they wait-
listed me indicated that they looked at my application and took an interest --- a small but 
important interest --- which is wild considering that there is intense competition to get into this 
school.” For Matt’s application to be picked and studied for possible admission, out of tens of 
thousands of applications (in 2019, over 42,000 applications were received), was a moment of 
elation rather than disappointment for him. This positive attitude would work in his favor a few 
weeks after getting the original wait-list email from Columbia, as he opened his electronic inbox 
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to find a warm and celebratory admissions email. It was in that moment that a native son of New 
York would begin to immerse himself in the heart of Columbia, making discoveries and 
calculations along a field of privileges.  
 The past two years at Columbia College have yielded an array of enjoyable experiences 
for Matt. It all started with his freshman year: “Once I started at Columbia, I felt this great sense 
of community, gratitude and privilege to be part of Columbia’s history…great people have 
studied here and have gone on to do great things. There’s this strong culture of intellectual life, 
like I loved the core curriculum where we are tasked with reading classics like The Iliad. And 
being home, here in NYC, there’s so much to do and I am just a train ride away from Brooklyn, 
so I get to be home for the Jewish holidays.” In Matt’s college life, the spirit of intellectualism is 
evidenced by Columbia’s core curriculum that requires all students to analyze and debate ancient 
Greek literature by the poet Homer with the pedagogical aim of exploring man’s relation to war. 
Moreover, Matt voices a sense of pride to be a part of this community where great minds have 
gathered to change the world. And, for Matt, simply hopping on a downtown train to Brooklyn to 
visit family is incredibly convenient.  
Being the son of a tenured academic and an upper-middle-class New York family, Matt’s 
young life has been surrounded by intellectual debates and concerted cultivation (Lareau 2003). 
In being raised in an environment where debate and reasoning was actively encouraged, Matt 
notes that it facilitated a pleasant experience when it came to engaging in conversation with 
“leading scholars in the history department” during office hours as his professors were very 
accessible much like Jess related earlier. In one example, Matt discussed how much he loved a 
history class on nationalism where the professor and students analyzed the social and imaginary 
construction of a “nation” and “national identity” through the Irish scholar Benedict Anderson’s 
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(1983) magnum opus Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of 
Nationalism.  
 In Matt’s college life at Columbia, the opportunity to study full-time at an elite university 
is rooted in the gratefulness he feels for his parents and the privilege he acknowledges in that 
“they are paying for my time here and, therefore, I won’t graduate with debt.” The glass floor 
provided by upper-middle-class parents in the form of fully footing an expensive college bill has 
created a sense of relief for Matt, as he will not have to concern himself with paying back for 
several years or more sizeable student loans. The privilege of having college fully paid for 
translates into a lived experience of not having the economic urgency to work a part-time or full-
time job as evidenced in the lives of CUNY students. And yet, relief from paying the tuition and 
dorm bill does not equate to relief from particular challenges at Columbia.  
 “When I first started here, the first challenge was navigating multiple college websites for 
registration. We weren’t actually taught how to register for classes which created frustration and 
confusion at first. But then once that was figured out, then came the real challenge…the 
workload. I am managing it, you know it’s Columbia, you work hard…but I definitely picked up 
on a culture of guilt here if you are not working…there is this currency of lack of sleep which 
means that you are working really hard” explained Matt. Matt substantiated and reaffirmed the 
observations that Jess had made earlier about the cultural milieu of Columbia: time is captured as 
an investment and time guilt germinates across campus when a student perceives themselves as 
“wasting time” if they are not being productive in their work. In Matt’s case, Columbia time was 
invested in lively intellectual debates but with the calculation of “really having to read closely 
and write papers every week which means less time for socializing.” As Matt learned through 
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trial and error how to manage his time due to the demanding coursework, he too found himself 
being socialized into the professional triad of school-internship-labor market.  
 At the end of his sophomore year, Matt described becoming “proactive in my internship 
search. I did my research and began looking at internships that dealt with civil rights since that is 
what I am thinking of pursuing after college…I want to go to law school to be a civil rights 
lawyer so studying history right now is teaching me how to be an effective writer and speaker.” 
Matt’s performance of neoliberal personhood --- taking a proactive stance and being responsible 
for marketing himself --- in his internship search yielded fruitful, as he applied for a summer 
internship with the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) in Washington, D.C. He continued 
to explain: “I applied thinking it was unpaid but they gave me a stipend for ten weeks and I 
ended up loving it as I got to work with lawyers and other interns who really have a passion for 
protecting constitutional rights.”  
In carefully analyzing Matt’s response, it becomes evident that Matt was willing to work 
his entire summer as an unpaid intern in Washington, D.C. --- another expensive city --- given 
that his parents would have provided him with a glass floor of financial support to pursue this 
opportunity. In a surprise twist, the ACLU internship provided a generous stipend that covered 
housing costs which further persuaded Matt to pursue an opportunity that he internalized as 
imperative to pre-professionalization and a strong resume marker for law school applications. 
Like Jess and the CUNY and NYU students who acquired internships, the competitive pursuit 
for either unpaid or paid internships is anchored in a time investment. By investing time in a 
professional triad, you move one step closer to achieving upward mobility. In order to win the 
game of American success, you have to play the game.  
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 This game or race to American success in the lives of Columbia undergraduates is 
functional and, equally, dysfunctional. Following structural-functionalist sociologists, such as 
Émile Durkheim and Robert K. Merton, the pursuit of the American Dream on the one hand is 
functional in that it creates conformity to this cultural goal – almost everyone wants a piece of 
the pie. On the other hand, the American stress over pecuniary success (Merton 1938) can 
produce dysfunctions in the form of anomie (Durkheim 1987). In sociology, anomie is defined as 
a state of personal crisis when society’s moral grip over the individual has been weakened, which 
may increase the chances of suicide (Durkheim 1897). In the case of Columbia University, Matt 
articulated a concern over his school’s demanding culture of hyper-competition, overwork and 
time guilt as factors in creating a high stress environment for students resulting in suicides. He 
elaborated: “In my time here, I have heard of at least nine suicides by students because of this 
high stress environment of the Ivy League that we are in…that was scary…and if I think about it 
there’s the stress for students who are new to New York so maybe it’s a feeling of being so 
focused in your work in the hustle-and-bustle of the city where everyone is in their own little 
world that perhaps they feel separate.”  
In response to these cases of suicide, the university added more mental health resources 
in the form of counselors, added Matt. Columbia’s college newspaper, the Columbia Daily 
Spectator, published an opinion piece in 2018 titled “Combating Columbia’s community 
problem.” In this op-ed, the author --- a Columbia undergraduate --- contends that “Columbia has 
a suicide problem. In the 2016-17 school year, the undergraduate community experienced a 
series of student suicides, and from 2007 to 2017, Columbia had an undergraduate suicide rate 
of 11 students out of every 100,000 compared to a national average of 6.6 to 7.5 suicides per 
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100,000 students.”21 Given these figures, Matt’s observations over academic success, stress and 
suicide amongst Columbia students is important to account for.  
Moreover, Matt linked being a stranger in a new metropolis as a possible factor in 
Columbia’s students feeling separate and outside the norm of New Yorkers, which is the double-
edged sword of modernity that Simmel (1903) finds. In moving to the metropolis, the individual 
experiences great freedoms and, concurrently, the possibility of alienation (the feeling of 
separateness). In Matt’s college life, which he frames as privileged, he does not feel separate 
from others for he is organic to his New York community --- he was raised in Brooklyn his 
whole life --- and he made a conscious effort in the past two years to make a small group of 
friends that would make time to eat together even with the challenges of Columbia time. In 
Matt’s young college life in dream city, he is certain about graduating, and yet, feels uncertain 
about being accepted into law school given the competitive nature it too yields.  
Jess and Matt share the privilege of having started their Columbia University experience 
as freshman and have lived on campus since then. Along the way, they have made adjustments to 
succeed in Columbia’s culture of hyper-competition, overwork and stress. The question that 
beckons is: What is the experience of a transfer student at Columbia and how is it distinct, if at 
all? To answer this query, we now turn to Maria.  
 
Moving on Up and Learning to Swim, One Day at a Time  
 Maria, 22, is a transfer student at Columbia College. She identifies as a second-
generation Latina and junior who is interested in “social justice and consciousness raising.” In 
 




my interview with Maria, I came across a young person who too felt “grateful and privileged” to 
be at Columbia. And yet, while Maria voiced a college experience of “excellent intellectual 
debates” at an elite institution, she equally noted that Columbia burgeoned with challenges and 
adjustments.  
 Since graduating high school, Maria has attended several universities in the Northeast 
and “took a year and a half off to work at an immigration law office.” After having experimented 
with several universities --- at one point taking two classes at Hunter College (a CUNY) which 
“humbled” her --- and attained some experience in the labor market, Maria decided that it was 
time to focus and finish out her undergraduate career. Once accepted to Columbia, she enrolled. 
Arriving at Columbia as a junior, Maria states that the “social science classes with a few great 
professors of color” have been truly enjoyable aspects of Columbia college life. Moreover, some 
professors “do a really great job at fostering dialogue and checking men in the class when they 
speak over you”. In this example, Maria centers the operation of gender in the classroom as men 
“do gender” by dominating the conversation or interrupting women (Fishman 1978; West & 
Zimmerman 1987). What has also made the experience at Columbia enjoyable is that “one of my 
best friends is here at Barnard, so we see each other every day.” Barnard College is a private 
college affiliated with Columbia University and it shares the Morningside Heights neighborhood 
as the center of its campus. Having a best friend on campus, Maria adds, creates a sense of 
support as she has come across some challenges. 
 The first challenge has been the commuting. “I drive from Yonkers, so I had to adjust 
from living on campus at my previous college and walking to class to making the commute down 
to the city and dealing with traffic and finding parking.” In light of this, Maria had to make the 
adjustment of leaving early from home in order to avoid being late for class in a city that 
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notoriously fights over parking space. Once she began to settle into campus, she – like Jess and 
Matt --- soon realized the “intense competitive environment…to the point where I’ve seen 
students trying to outcompete each other that they avoid becoming friends which is really 
different from the artsy schools I’ve attended”. When I asked Maria to elaborate on this, she 
added: “It’s the stress coming out of the intensive pre-professional context…like everyone is so 
busy with internships because they are focused on getting a job and making money.”  
This hyper-competitive culture was challenging for Maria because “I’m an anti-capitalist 
feminist”. In Maria’s life, she is more invested in consciousness raising and social justice rather 
than chasing money. In having been accepted to Columbia, Maria and her immigrant upper-
middle-class parents from Latin America knew that the Ivy League would be “moving up” --- a 
vertical move laden with symbolic power. However, as the child of an academic and financial 
analyst, Maria has inherited a value system of hard-work synthesized with a political affinity for 
creating a better egalitarian world, which has made it challenging to fall in line with the pre-
professional culture of Columbia. Maria desires to make friends at Columbia, but “making 
friends is challenging since everyone is so individualistic and set on their careers.”  
The individualism of Columbia that Maria outlines as a challenge is perhaps 
representative of Simmel’s (1903) contention that as the individual moves from the small rural 
community of close emotional relations to the large metropolis, the individual is granted 
individualism, freedom and intellectualism. In the metropolis, time is money and relations are 
about exchange. To survive in the metropolis, one must move away from responding emotionally 
and, instead, use one’s intellectualism: rationality. In a peculiar twist, some --- not all --- 
Columbia students have rationalized that it is better to avoid making friends since they are 
perceived as “direct competition” as Maria explained to me. Maria is open to making friends and 
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slowly figuring out her eventual career path, as she does not see other students as direct 
competition. What Maria has focused on is her work-ethic and time management much like Jess 
and Matt --- normal responses to a hyper-competitive milieu that dictates an adjustment to a 
professional triad of school-internship-labor market. To survive Columbia time means to keep 
swimming one day at a time, despite the strong and challenging waves.   
 
A Lesson to Be Learned  
 Taking together all the college experiences of CUNY, NYU and Columbia students 
interviewed, there is a lesson to be learned from their lives. In the lives of the 18 – 22-year-old 
college students I spoke to -- a generation cohort that the US census refers to as “post-millenials” 
– I found, in the spirit of the sociologist Karl Mannheim (1923), “common patterns of experience 
and thought” amongst these young people. As a new generation, a key common pattern found 
among post-millennials is -- as Robert K. Merton (1938) noted almost a century ago – an 
“American stress” that burgeoned in their pursuit of their American Dreams in the competitive 
context of New York City. In dream city, time is money. These young people’s college dreams 
came face-to-face with this reality. In their pursuit of upward mobility and American success, 
post-millennials have invested in a university education experience in New York, which has 
revealed a lesson to be learned regarding their social patterns of making calculations and 
experiencing stresses that originate in concerns over credentialism, time, debt aversion, and 
overwork.  
 Across the interviews discussed in this chapter, we saw that these New York college 
students are stressed about grades and graduating. This concern over grades and graduating from 
college is rooted in stresses of credentialism. These young people have internalized a social order 
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that tasks them with acquiring a bachelor’s degree in order to become “successful”. They 
understand that future employers require the degree as a basic minimum for applying and 
securing a job in the labor market. For some students, they expressed a willingness to even go 
beyond the bachelor’s to a master’s degree in order to acquire more human capital and become 
more marketable. This stress over credentialism and marketability has revealed a “professional 
triad”. In young people’s college lives, in both public and private schools, a calculation is made 
between this professional triad (go to college, get internships, and secure a job) and potential 
upward mobility in American social life. Undergraduates engage in a socialization process of 
intensive pre-professionalization and stress that catalyzes a neoliberal marketization of the self: 
failure to get good grades and, increasingly, one or several internships, is a failure in marketing 
oneself as productive and rich in human capital to a future employer.  
 This stress over credentialism becomes wedded to a stress over time. Post-millennial 
college students experience and perceive time through a time deficit. Rather than an abundance 
of time, there is a lack. For these young people, twenty-four hours in a day is not enough. Their 
daily lives are experienced as a race against time to fulfill the demands of coursework, part-time 
or full-time jobs, internships, and – for some -- family responsibilities. In this race against time, 
they commonly foregrounded a reality where they must constantly work on “managing time”. 
Alongside time deficit and time management, an understanding of “time guilt” was articulated. 
Particularly, at elite schools like NYU and Columbia, a common lexicon is the feeling of guilt 
that arises when students feel that they are not dedicating every waking hour to being productive 
in their pre-professionalization. A consequence of this time guilt is a problematization and, at 
times, complete foreclosure of the opportunity to create meaningful friendships with other 
students and thus feel solidarity with a campus community.  
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 As these young people spoke about stresses over credentialism and time in college, it 
became very clear that these stresses arose out of a deep concern over debt. For working-class 
students at CUNY and for upper-middle-class students at NYU and Columbia, debt aversion was 
a common lexicon as they thought about their economic futures. At CUNY, students I spoke to 
had scholarships which made them feel “blessed” and “grateful” as their class backgrounds were 
typified by economic uncertainty which caused many of them to work part-time and, for some, 
full-time to help cover other expenses beyond tuition. At NYU and Columbia, students 
experienced a glass floor of support as many of their parents had the resources to pay expensive 
tuitions, fees and dormitories. Across all schools sampled, however, both working-class and 
upper-middle-class students spoke about avoiding debt from their undergraduate experience. 
Instead, they noted that it would be more strategic to take on debt for graduate school in their 
pursuit for future economic security.  
 Lastly, undergraduate college life for post-millennials is characterized by the, sometimes, 
overwhelming stress emanating from a culture of overwork. What binds CUNY, NYU, and 
Columbia into a common cultural pattern is the daily reality of being overworked given the high 
demands of multiple responsibilities. An alarming consequence of this culture of overwork is 
young people sacrificing sleep and, others, “bragging about lack of sleep.” The coupling of stress 
and exhaustion in young people’s college lives raises serious questions about physical and 
mental health on college campuses, with some students voicing a need for more mental health 
counselors. Instead of a college experience marked by ubiquitous stress and exhaustion, students 
yearn for freedom and flexibility where being productive does not come at the expense of their 
mental health and building social bonds with their peers.   
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 It is important, however, to note that the interviews revealed class differences across the 
myriad universities. These class differences were powerfully centered across ideas and lived 
realities of “glass floors” and “splintered doors”. CUNY students lack the economic support of 
“glass floors” that are readily available to upper-middle-class college students at NYU and 
Columbia University. At the same time, splintered doors were experienced by some NYU 
students. Splintered doors is a metaphor for the experience that some students at private elite 
colleges may experience due to financial struggles and a feeling of exclusion due to class, or, 
even perhaps, racial divisions. The interviews revealed that while NYU students may be 
academically high-achieving, they can come to experience exclusion through micro-interactions 
of classism and racism even in “diverse” spaces of higher education.  
 In the metropolis, time is indeed money (Simmel 1903). In dream city’s college life, this 
dictum is especially pronounced for post-millennials. College opens a world of opportunities for 
students and, yet, at the same time, it equally germinates a world of challenges. For many 
students, college life at CUNY, NYU, and Columbia is intellectually rewarding as professors 
inspire them to think critically and debate. The university plays a powerful role in educating the 
masses and credentialing future workers. But getting through college and successfully graduating 
-- with the hopes of entering the labor market -- produces a host of stresses as discussed. If there 
is a lesson to be learned, it is that young people’s challenges in college must not be treated, a lá 
C. Wright Mills (1959), as private troubles but instead as public issues. The future of education 
and of society is at stake when young people as a generation are socialized to treat life as a 
never-ending hamster wheel of work and money chasing. 
 In light of this, new analytical questions arise: In New York City, once students have left 
the university for the labor market, what are the work experiences of so-called “Millennial” 
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young people between the ages of 24 – 30 like? Are millennials in fact, as the stereotype goes, 
“lazy” and “slackers” in the New York labor market? Or, do the interviews of millennial workers 









































Chapter 4: Workaholics and Hustlers Pursue the Dream of American Success 
 
Welcome to the meltin’ pot, 
corners where we sellin’ rock 
Afrika Bambaataa shit, 
home of the hip-hop 
Yellow cab, gypsy cab,  
dollar cab, holla back 
 For foreigners it ain’t for,  
they act like they forgot how to act  
Eight million stories,  
out there in it naked  
City is a pity, half of  
y’all won’t make it… 
In New York, concrete 
jungle where dreams  
are made of 
There’s nothing you can’t do, 
now you’re in New York 
The streets will make  
you feel brand new, big 
lights will inspire you  
 
- “Empire State of Mind”, Jay-Z & Alicia Keys 
 
(Are you working?  
What kind of work do you do?) 
Uh 
(Boy, what is it you 
want to do when you grow up?) 
Ayo I’m gonna be on ti- 
dop, that’s all my eyes can see 
Victory is mine, yeah  
surprisingly 
I’ve been laying, waiting 
for your next mistake 
I put in work, and watch 
my status escalate… 
See time is money kid, 
and BS walks 
 




In critically analyzing the economic context that millennials, as a generational cohort, 
have inherited in their transition into early adulthood it appears that the empirical data discussed 
in the literature review (see Chapter 2) reveals a troubling national picture on the one hand 
typified by a “one-two punch” of a neoliberal capitalist economy the preys off insecure low-
wage labor and student debt servitude. On the other hand, however, to be a millennial in the local 
context of the New York City labor market appears as a gold mine for job opportunities and, 
moreover, an exceptional metropolis to pursue one’s dreams even if it means sweat and tears. To 
understand what is distinctive about the millennial generation’s labor market experiences, 
specifically through the case study of working in New York City, I will take us into a social 
world of young people articulating the cultural patterns of “workaholics” and “hustlers”.  
Thirty years ago in The Overworked American, Juliet Schor (1991) postulated that 
American society is a workaholic society. In interviews with millennials in New York City, the 
workaholic cultural pattern arose as a social location for this generation (Mannheim 1923). In 
dream city, the “workaholic” is understood as a someone who is overworked and who may come 
to experience burnout and boredom. This understanding of a workaholic counters Marylin 
Machlowitz’s (1981)1 framing of a workaholic who prefers work over leisure and who blurs 
business with pleasure. In this chapter, the workaholic is “addicted” to working because of the 
material economic need to work excessively to survive. Alongside workaholics, the cultural 
pattern of a “hustler” emerged from the interview data. The hustler is an individual who is 
ambitious and finds themselves problem solving in their everyday work lives. In the interviews 
that follow, I purposely selected these millennial narratives on working in dream city as they 
each gave supporting data to the typology of workaholics and hustlers. Moreover, what we will 
 
1 Marilyn Machlowitz. 1981. Workaholics: Living with Them, Working with Them. New York: Penguin Group. 
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come to uncover is that while there are differences between the two, both workaholics and 
hustlers share a commonality: In pursuing the dream of American success, they are confronted 
with the Simmelian dictum of “time is money” and with having to navigate a multitude of 
stresses in their everyday work lives in order to survive in an expensive dream city.   
Further, these collective work narratives of millennials in dream city counter the 
stereotypes of them as “lazy” and “slackers”. Their narratives teach us, too, that a job is not just 
“a job”, but rather a set of interactive and dynamic set of experiences laden with power relations, 
emotions and memories. These are the New York City work lives and dreams of millennial 
workaholics and hustlers.  
 
Welcome to Workaholics: Hard-work, Shit Pay, Burnout and Boredom  
 Julia is a workaholic. I first met Julia for an interview at an Irish tavern in Astoria, 
Queens. Julia identifies as an immigrant from South America, who arrived as a child with her 
family in New York City in 2003. As a 25-year-old white Hispanic woman, Julia grew up in 
Queens with a desire --- like millions before her --- to chase the American Dream through hard-
work. And hard-work was exactly what she found in her young life in the New York City labor 
market, as she navigated years of the restaurant industry, the paralegal world, and most recently 
landing a government job with the Department of Labor.  
 At the time of the interview, in the cool Autumn days of New York, Julia took me 
through a detailed work history so that I could understand how she had been chasing the 
American Dream ever since she was a teenager. Much like the interviewees in chapter 3, Julia 
grew up as a quintessential working-class immigrant Queens kid who pursued higher education 
at the City University of New York (CUNY) even though school was never her “thing”. Julia 
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explained: “My sisters went to private elite schools here in New York City and Boston. I went to 
CUNY to satisfy my immigrant parents because they see school as a way of making it in this 
country, which is why they brought us here in the first place. So I felt that I needed to finish 
college to satisfy my dad especially even though I wasn’t really about school.” While going to 
CUNY full-time as an undergraduate, Julia simultaneously juggled the responsibilities of 
working as a server at a burger restaurant in the upscale and gentrified neighborhood of Long 
Island City, Queens. This meant that Julia was navigating school and work weeks way above 
forty hours.  
 Across all the work interviews of millennials conducted, I systematically began by 
inquiring specifically about the enjoyable aspects of their labor. In Julia’s personal work life, she 
conveyed feeling grateful for having a job at the restaurant in her college years to pay for school 
and helping her parents out. She added: “What I really loved about working at the burger 
restaurant were my coworkers. We became friends as they made work enjoyable in a place where 
the customers weren’t.” Not having time to make friends at school, Julia’s coworkers became her 
friends. I asked Julia to clarify. “If you work in a restaurant, you know that not every customer is 
going to treat you with respect. But working in LIC (Long Island City), I had to deal with very 
privileged residents of the neighborhood who are really disrespectful. As a server I experienced 
this, but it was even more stressful when I became a manager because you just have to deal with 
more that the servers can’t deal with.”  
I was struck by Julia’s emphasis on respect and privilege as these interactions powerfully 
dovetail and speak to dynamics of power and powerlessness. In Sadomasochism in Everyday 
Life: The Dynamics of Power and Powerlessness, the sociologist Lynn S. Chancer (1992) 
contends that structures of power, such as capitalism and patriarchy, are reproduced in everyday 
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life at the micro-level through “sadomasochistic” dynamics of dominance (sadism) and 
subordination (masochism). These dynamics can manifest in the workplace, especially for 
women servers in restaurants who are in a position of powerlessness in relation to excessively 
demanding customers who can potentially sexually harass them. In the restaurant industry, this 
imbalance of power is even more pronounced because servers, like Julia, rely on tips as their 
main source of income. Because she relied on tips, Julia had to work even harder to please 
customers to make good money, which she needed to survive in dream city. When Julia was a 
manager at the burger restaurant, she was not relying on tips but had to step in as a mediator 
between the server and difficult customers who could potentially leave with a negative review of 
the restaurant thus affecting future business. In her everyday life, Julia had to deal with perennial 
moments of disrespect from customers. And yet, what allowed her to keep working for years in 
the same place as an overworked employee was the solidarity that was crystallized amongst her 
fellow co-workers who became close friends. They would collectively go out for drinks, in 
nearby Astoria, once the tables were cleaned, the kitchen closed, and doors locked for the night.  
Life began to change for Julia after graduating from CUNY with a degree in Criminal 
Justice, even in the face of some unexpected challenges. Having acquired her Bachelor’s degree, 
Julia transitioned from a context of serving food to working as a paralegal. She noted: “I got my 
degree, satisfied my parent’s dream of seeing another child graduate in the US, and landed a job 
as a paralegal at an immigration law office. To my parents this was respectable, but when I 
started in 2016, the law office offered me $15! That was so shitty. I have a college degree and I 
am making two dollars above the minimum wage which was $13 at that time.” For Julia, getting 
paid a mere two dollars above minimum wage in New York to work as a paralegal was 
experienced as a challenge. To her, there seemed to be a troubling disconnect between the work 
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she put in for four years in college and the poor compensation at an entry-level job as a 
paralegal. Working forty hours a week, at a rate of $15 per hour, for fifty-two weeks out of the 
year, she made roughly $31,000. This annual income was at odds with her educational 
attainment and sense of self-worth, as she specifically centered the word “shitty” to interpret this 
work experience.  
Despite the challenge of not being compensated well, Julia carried out her paralegal 
tasks: “A paralegal is a lawyer’s assistant. I would write drafts and then corrections. It’s literally 
tons of paperwork, like nonstop, that it makes you feel so bad you’re making close to minimum 
wage and have a degree. It became stressful because of deadlines and what I mean by that is that 
one of your clients could potentially be put through deportation proceedings if you don’t submit 
paperwork on time”. In Julia’s life, stress emanated from her being overworked as she sold her 
time for “close to minimum wage”. Additionally, the stress metastasized as deadlines meant a 
human being could face deportation orders if paperwork was not submitted promptly which 
affected her mental health. For close to two years Julia worked as a paralegal and during that 
time she scouted the labor market for other jobs: “I would apply to jobs every day, but with 
every job posting such little money was offered.” Julia explained to me that she felt frustrated at 
the poor compensation that jobs were offering, which had dampened her aspirations of achieving 
her American Dream in New York as she had imagined experiencing upward mobility by leaving 
the unequal tipping system of the restaurant industry for professional white-collar work. 
Moreover, if we use Julia’s labor experiences to think critically about the structure of neoliberal 
capitalism in the 21st century, the labor transition from being a server to a paralegal can be 
understood as still falling underneath an umbrella of “service labor” that reveals the quotidian 
reproduction of psychosocial dynamics of dominance and subordination posited by Chancer 
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(1992). In both cases, Julia felt a sense of powerlessness at work that she endeavored to 
overcome by looking for new job opportunities that would allow her to free herself of the 
everyday stress she experienced only to find that stress yet again reproduced by the dearth of 
“good paying jobs”.  
Then in 2018, after unsuccessful attempts of finding better work, Julia experienced an 
unexpected moment in her life as a workaholic. “I couldn’t see myself working much longer as a 
paralegal. One day, early in the year, I decided to take a civil service exam. Six months after 
taking it, I got a canvas letter. In this letter it asks you where you want to work, so I filled out 
everything for all the five boroughs because I really wanted a job. Less than a month after I sent 
out the letter, I got a call back.”  As Julia explained the process of taking a multiple-choice 
aptitude civil service exam (for example, the applicant must have a Bachelor’s degree as a 
prerequisite), I noticed a sudden shift from an emotion of frustration to joy immediately after she 
noted getting a call back. “I thought I was never gonna get called, so many people take these 
exams. I took the exam early in the year and within eight months I was hired! I have coworkers 
who took the exam, did the interview, and one year later they called. Who can wait around for 
that?”  
If we analyze Julia’s narrative through a symbolic interactionist frame, that is, if we study 
the symbolism of her language and the meaning-making she describes we find that her life 
speaks to some generalizable observations about culture that is germane to New York City, and 
perhaps, the United States. Julia never thought she was “gonna get called” and, further, she 
emphasized “Who can wait around for that?”. One interpretation of the usage of the language 
“never gonna get called” -- the micro -- speaks to the macro: In New York, and, possibly the 
nation, there is a cultural understanding that the economy is more competitive than ever as 
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individuals are caught in a historical moment of shrinking job opportunities, and, especially, 
good ones, at that. The “so many people take these exams” speaks to a reality of a large 
population of applicants vying over limited seats and job security as these are government jobs. 
Julia then referenced narratives from colleagues that had to wait over a year for a call back --- a 
lengthy time indeed ---, and, then followed up with a question “Who can wait around for that?”.  
As we spoke at the bar, this question left an impression. An interpretation that could be 
adopted is that this question of “who” and “wait around” speaks to a concept of power and time. 
Perhaps, it is social commentary, that in this competitive economy unequal power relations are 
reproduced in that individuals lacking the resource of time will be excluded from the opportunity 
of a “good job” that comes with security and advantages. In this case, Julia is speaking to a 
general observation about American culture that it is a privilege to be able to wait a year for a 
call back, while some populations can’t afford to wait around a year as their class position 
necessitates finding work in the immediate moment to survive. However, there is also the case 
that some applicants currently hold jobs they are not satisfied with, wait a year, and then get the 
call. In Julia’s life, she rode out the challenges of being a workaholic in the restaurant and 
paralegal work worlds for several years.  
With time on her side (she received a call back in less than a month) and the Department 
of Labor needing “to hire immediately”, she was hired in eight months. In fact, she was given 
two options. The Department of Labor or the Department of Motor Vehicles. “I choose the 
Department of Labor because of its location. It’s in the city [Manhattan]. The commute by train 
is 45 minutes. With the DMV I would have to take the bus, I can’t, their unreliable.” By the end 
of 2018, Julia was commuting into Manhattan for work as an investigate officer --- a government 
employee. Julia went from making $31,000 a year as a paralegal to a $42,000 salary as a 
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government employee. In a peculiar and ironic twist, the workaholic who was caught in a cycle 
of overwork and minimum wage, which she perceived as “shitty”, became the government agent 
whose work task is to enforce the minimum wage amongst small businesses.   
“My job is to make sure everyone gets paid minimum wage. We go to a business in the 
five boroughs unannounced, talk to workers, ask the manager for payroll, check everything, 
create a case, and fight for people’s pay. But, we need the cooperation of the employees.” As an 
investigative officer, Julia and her colleagues go across the five boroughs to myriad businesses 
via subway or carpooling to “help people and immigrants, like me, make sure they are getting 
paid. Some of these people are working 70 hours a week and are getting paid below minimum 
wage. It reminds me of my parents”. She adds: “I love giving back to people. Some employees 
think we are immigration because we carry badges. But we are there to fight for them. If they are 
willing to speak to us and tell us how much they are getting paid and build a case for them, that’s 
a win.” Julia feels that she is doing meaningful labor by helping fight for employees’ labor 
rights, especially as she is working with Spanish-speaking populations in the restaurant industry.  
“I get to go into the field every day, it’s not a 9 to 5 desk job, you go out, interview, come 
back to the office and create a case. The days go by quickly.” Julia feels grateful for this job. The  
9-to-5 Monday through Friday work schedule, however, can be perceived as continuing to fall 
within a schema of workaholism as scholars have critiqued the need for a forty-hour workweek 
that limits an individual’s freedom of access to free time to indulge in creative pursuits 
(Aronowitz 1998; Hunnicutt 2013). In the past year that she has been at the Department of 
Labor, she has won several cases which have impressed her bosses. “We have gotten employers 
on payment plans to pay back money they owe to their employees. And on my end, I have a 
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sense of security of getting paid every week in comparison to the instability of restaurant work 
when I worked at the burger spot.”  
A year later, Julia is about to complete her probationary period which she is certain of 
passing. Once she passes, she receives a “ten thousand dollar pay bump”. Above all, Julia 
expresses that it is “having respect” as an employee that is what has made her value her type of 
work. “It’s a sense of power, if employers are being nasty or rude we just hit them with a 
violation which is a fine. This is completely different from when I worked as a server or 
manager”. Because of this government union job, “My parents are super proud. My dad would 
always bug me to go back to school, which caused so much stress. He backed off once I got this 
job. They proudly talk about it” relates Julia. “I was afraid to get fired when I first started, so I 
put in good work. I was the youngest person there, and everyone is married and has kids. I felt 
like I didn’t fit in but then you begin to adjust. I feel secure now”. As a 25-year-old, Julia has 
transitioned from a work environment of stress to one of job security and respect --- a privilege 
she acknowledges. She had spent several years chasing her own urban American Dream in New 
York City and recently achieved it thereby substantiating the research of Christine Perscheski 
(2019) on millennial women. And yet, even with having achieved American success through a 
coveted post that entails job security, Julia emphasized that she is still open to new career 
passions in the future as the “future is to be determined” and new dreams may arise.  
To think and speak on the future in relation to its indeterminacy is related to theoretical 
understandings of time and affect (pre-conscious bodily capacity to affect or be affected), 
particularly as found in the scholarly work of Patricia Ticineto Clough (2007; 2011). In The 
Affective Turn: Theorizing the Social (2007) and Beyond Biopolitics: The Governance of Life 
and Death (2011), Ticineto Clough centers how time --- that is, past, present, future --- can 
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collapse together and affect. Time can be speeded up or slowed down. The future as a modality 
of time can be captured or acted upon preemptively (acting in advance). In Julia’s work life in 
New York, she experienced indeterminacy and risk as she engaged in the affective labor of a 
server – smiling and performing friendliness despite the instability and subordinate position of 
being a workaholic in the restaurant industry. This affected her as she entered a competitive labor 
market in early adulthood and thereby cultivated an understanding in her mind to act upon her 
future as she was affected by the cultural goal of the American success. She took took on a 
“shitty” paralegal job and then applied for a civil service exam. And with one phone call less 
than a month later, her life was radically affected. Now, even with a secure job as a state 
employee, Julia still sees the future as indeterminate as she knows that it is open to new dreams 
and capacities or unforeseen mutations given her personal biography as a millennial immigrant 
from South America.  
 
Workaholics Navigate “Bullshit”  
 Carmen, 30, is a Queens native who at the time of our interview had just spent the last 
few months working for the first time as a family law prosecutor. Like Julia, Carmen is a 
workaholic too. In her work life as a millennial in dream city, Carmen has had to deal with what 
she calls “bullshit”.  
 Growing up working-class in Queens, Carmen cultivated in high school a dream of 
becoming an English literature teacher after being inspired by one of her teachers. When she was 
offered a full scholarship to a private university in Manhattan, she immediately took the offer. 
Four years later, she graduated with her degree in English literature and no debt. She then 
subsequently enrolled part-time in a Master’s of Education program at CUNY, while working as 
 119 
a paralegal full-time to support herself --- amassing more than sixty hours of work and school 
time a week. Carmen made headway in her Master’s degree, taking evening classes and making 
sure to acquire all of the teaching certifications required by the State of New York so that she 
could be one step closer to realizing her dream of inspiring young minds. After pursuing her 
dream for over seven years as a workaholic, it soon crashed and burned.  
 “I did everything that was expected to become a teacher. I graduated and then was told by 
the Department of Education (DOE) that there was a hiring freeze. What I found instead was a 
full-time job with no pay in DOE as a teaching assistant even though I had all the credentials. I 
couldn’t work without pay. I took a job instead as a teaching assistant at a charter school and quit 
within the first week” explained Carmen. She continued by noting that what she found in the 
charter school system was “no curriculum” and instead a disciplinary apparatus of “tons of 
yelling at kids. If kids were ‘disruptive’, I was expected to take them outside in the hallway and 
just stand there with them. That has no educational value.” The mission of charter schools did 
not align with the values that Carmen held as central to her sense of self.  
 I wanted to further explore Carmen’s experience with having to confront the structural 
problem of DOE hiring freezes. I asked: “How did you feel about the hiring freeze?” She replied:  
It’s a scam. I invested time, energy, and money paying out of pocket. Only three people from my 
master’s cohort are now teachers. They just want your money. It’s very hard to find a job in the 
DOE. It’s all about who you know. I wanted to inspire. That was my dream. But it was shattered. 
I felt angry, sad and disappointed.” Carmen had “invested” her whole life (time, money, freedom 
to unwind) to this one dream by becoming a workaholic and in the end it was “shattered” by a 
hiring freeze, which she added felt like a “scam”. She was caught in a stressful situation. Five 
years later after having finished her master’s degree, only three individuals from her cohort had 
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successfully acquired jobs in the DOE. For Carmen, getting a job in the public education system 
is about “who you know”. The French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu (1979) contends that “who 
you know” can be understood as “social capital”, which can then be capitalized on to acquire a 
coveted position in the labor market resulting in newly acquired economic capital of full-time 
salary and benefits.  
The DOE in New York City is perceived by some as a path towards the American 
Dream, as the public education system offers tenure, healthcare, holidays, paid time off, and, a 
pension. However, as Carmen conveyed, hiring freezes and having to know the right people 
creates a hypercompetitive environment of a surplus of applicants and limited job openings that 
can lead individuals to wait for years to merely get an interview even as they have all the 
“credentials”.  The sociologist Max Weber would argue that DOE employees, as a status group, 
thus practice what he calls “social closure”. A status group practices social closure by having a 
monopoly over the opportunities and rewards of who gets to join and benefit. In this case, 
Carmen was socially and economically excluded from the world of education as a result of social 
closure. Further, this taught Carmen in her young life that things aren’t always what they seem. 
In fact, in conversations with close contacts in the DOE, the hiring freezes are a result of the 
teacher’s union protection their own as there are many “floaters”: educators that are floating in 
the system getting full salary and not working at full capacity because of budget constraints 
which prevents new hires.  
I asked Carmen why she felt disappointed. “Because I should have known better. I am 
embarrassed to say this but I should have networked more. I didn’t get the special education 
certification. I didn’t market myself well. But I’m also disappointed at the DOE as a structure”, 
replied Carmen. In reflecting on her life decisions, Carmen articulates what the anthropologist 
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Ana Ramos-Zayas (2012) refers to as “neoliberal personhood”. In a neoliberal world, the 
individual must take personal responsibility for their choices. Further, Ramos-Zayas (2012) 
contends: “The personhood that neoliberalism requires is that of a solitary achiever, able to 
succeed without the intervention of the state”.2 Carmen internalized an externality of neoliberal 
thought into her everyday life to blame herself for not acquiring a special education certification 
and, moreover, for failing to “market” herself well even though the state of New York has taken 
the political chess move of slashing instead of adequately funding education budgets (Fabricant 
& Brier 2016). In a cruel twist of modern life, the workaholic who juggled a full-time job and a 
master’s degree program blames herself for not working harder to “market” herself.  
As I listened closely to Carmen, what was conveyed was the reality that when one door 
closes another one opens. “But out of that came something positive. I realized that I wanted to go 
to law school and make meaningful impact on people’s lives through criminal justice.” In 
Modernity and Self-Identity, the sociologist Anthony Giddens (1991) posits that in the modern 
world the self is a constantly reflexive project. In Carmen’s life as a workaholic, her dream of 
being a teacher was shattered. In that moment of anger, sadness and disappointment, she 
reflected and decided to start from scratch even with two degrees already in hand. As a 
workaholic, Carmen did what a workaholic knows best: overwork. She enrolled at the CUNY 
Law School. “I loved it. I met great people and got my current job through the school. They 
trained us really well. I kept on working as a paralegal doing immigration law. I did that for my 
master’s and then kept on doing it during the three and a half of years of law school to feed 
myself. I wasn’t sleeping but I got it done”, Carmen told me. To achieve American success, the 
workaholic takes on more work even if it means foreclosing the freedom to sleep.   
 
2 Ana Ramos-Zayas. 2012. Street Therapists: Race, Affect, and Neoliberal Personhood in Latino Newark. Chicago, 
IL: The University of Chicago Press; pg. 27  
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Immediately after graduating as a Juris Doctor, Carmen began to work as a prosecutor in 
family law and, much like the DOE began to see challenges. “It’s been a few months of work 
and the one enjoyable aspect I have is being able to at times create an argument in favor of 
helping youth alongside the defending lawyer. But at the end of the day it’s my bosses who call 
the shots”, she noted. Carmen had gone into family law with a dream of making a meaningful 
impact by helping children and their families. Instead, after a few months, she referred to her job 
as a prosecutor as “bullshit”. In Bullshit Jobs: A Theory, David Graeber (2018: 3) argues that a 
bullshit job “is a form of employment that is so completely pointless, unnecessary, or pernicious 
that even the employee cannot justify its existence”. More importantly, a bullshit job does not 
add positive social value to society.  
I asked Carmen to explain why she believed her job to be “bullshit”. She responded: 
“First, starting salary is fifty thousand. I have no student debt, but imagine people that do. It’s 
hard to live off of that in NYC. At the interview, they talked so much about rehabilitation of 
youth but in reality the criminal justice system is punitive. I went into family law to help youth, 
but instead it’s about punishing minors for having assaulted their family members. I realized 
quickly that there are government employees who make their careers out of incarcerating and 
punishing youth of color. I’m disgusted with the criminal justice system.” In the few months that 
Carmen has been working as a prosecutor, the challenges have been numerous. At the interview, 
she was told she would be facilitating rehabilitation for minors. Once in the field, a punitive 
order unfolded before her eyes, where in the act of incarcerating non-white minors, careers are 
made. This is even more challenging for Carmen because “higher-ups do not want to talk about 




For Carmen, her bosses and colleagues do not want to hear about the operation of race 
and class when dealing with their cases. Instead, the knee-jerk reaction is to blame the individual 
for having transgressed the law without fully considering context. In Punishment and Modern 
Society, David Garland (1990) argues that punishment must be understood as a social institution 
through which society expresses itself. In U.S. society, punishment of youth of color reflects a 
society that has a historical fascination with policing those deemed “non-white” as evidenced by 
the youth-control complex found in the ethnographic work of Victor Rios’ (2011) Punished: 
Policing the Lives of Black and Latino Boys. Rios (2011) finds that boys of color and their 
everyday behaviors are criminalized by community residents, teachers, police officers and their 
respective institutions in Oakland, California. Having now had the labor experience as a 
millennial prosecutor, it is understandable that Carmen feels that her job is “bullshit” and she 
personally feels “disgusted”. In reflecting about her life and work, Carmen continues to search 
for American success without the “bullshit”. “I already started job hunting to transition into 
housing law to help New Yorkers with their housing issues in court. I don’t want to punish and 
incarcerate people. I want meaningful labor that will fulfill my dream of helping people”.  
 
When Workaholics Dedicate Themselves to Helping People, Sometimes There’s Burnout and 
Boredom  
Natalia is a first-generation Colombian-American social worker. A Queens native, she 
grew up in a poor, single mother immigrant household. She attended public school her whole 
life, acquiring Bachelor’s and Master’s degrees from CUNY. She now makes $80,000 a year at 
her new job location and because of this can afford an entire apartment by herself in Queens. 
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Natalia is an American success story of workaholism. The road to achieving the American 
Dream for Natalia, however, has been one of burnout and boredom along the way.  
 “During my second year of my master’s in social work program, I got a field placement 
for my internship at a high school for at risk youth in Midtown [Manhattan]. This was a clinic 
within a DOE school. Immediately after finishing my master’s, I got hired. I worked there as a 
clinical social worker for seven years at this school for the troubled. It was a small school of 
about 115 students. My case load was about twenty students” related Natalia. At first, Natalia 
“loved it” as she poured her life into it and she felt grateful about having a job straight out of 
graduate school. “I wanted to be the good worker because the work of helping others was so 
fulfilling”, she noted. “I was working with at risk students, which meant at risk of drug abuse, 
suicide, physical fights. This is what I studied to do and the first few years I really loved it 
because I was making a meaningful impact on the lives of these children”, she continued.  
 By the fourth year of working at this clinic in Midtown, Natalia experienced burnout. I 
asked: “What is burnout?” Natalia replied: “Not wanting to go to work.” Natalia continued to 
contextualize how she ended up experiencing burnout as a social worker: “By the fourth year it 
became too demanding. I was calling out one time a month even though I couldn’t but I just 
didn’t care. I would go in early and was supposed to leave by five, but sometimes ended up 
staying until eight or nine in the evening with a student at the hospital. I was getting calls from 
the principal at 3 in the morning because something happened to a student.” The demanding 
nature of work turned Natalia into a workaholic. She realized that there were “no boundaries” to 
the point that her principal saw no issue calling her at three in the morning.  
“I was de-escalating situations all the time, without zero support from my boss. No 
student ever physically assaulted me, but that danger was always there. There wasn’t any money 
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for supplies, for a computer, no pens. Nothing. I kept on advising my boss to hire an additional 
social worker, but the answer was always ‘there’s no money’ ”. Natalia found herself being 
physically and mentally drained from the burnout, as she related that it led to having no time to 
eat, losing thirty pounds, and sleeping issues. In wanting to help people, she experienced her 
freedom curtailed by her life as workaholic. In helping “at risk” youth, she too was put at risk --- 
physically, mentally and emotionally. And yet, she continued to work for three more years on 
just $40,000 a year with no overtime pay, no benefits and, no paid summers off. “What kept me 
going was the students and I also couldn’t quit because my mom was sick. I was holding down 
the house because she couldn’t work. Quitting was not an option”, she explained. Natalia’s 
marginal class position at the time necessitated that she keep working despite challenging 
workplace conditions and, moreover, a sick parent that she was taking care of. And she noticed 
another challenge manifesting the longer she worked at the clinic: the doorknob effect. 
According to Natalia, the doorknob effect is “when students make suicidal comments right when 
school ends, so I would have to attend to this right away”. Natalia could not leave as suicidal 
comment could not be taking lightly under any circumstances. This caused Natalia to perennially 
end up at work way pass her clock out time of five in the afternoon.  
Even though there were many challenging years, Natalia found herself weathering the 
storms with the support of her current partner who she met at her job. Without expecting it, this 
relationship provided a key lifeline for her as they provided much needed support in a school that 
was lacking key resources that would have created less insecurity and burnout. After seven years 
of living the dictum of “time is money” as a social worker and “pouring my life into it”, Natalia 
reflected and realized it was due time for a change. She began to job hunt and within a few 
weeks found her current job as a case manager at a private facility in Queens.  
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“At this new job, I’m getting paid double than I was before. It’s a huge difference. Not 
having to live paycheck to paycheck. I can afford my own place for the first time in my life and 
my mother is now living out on the West Coast, so it’s a big transition for me. I have a case load 
of 350 clients. I spend my days in an office making calls to mostly white clients who have a 
history of substance abuse with opioids. I give them take or leave it solutions to help them 
recover. That’s how things work there”, explained Natalia. At the time of our interview, Natalia 
had been working several months at this new job. In our two hours of speaking, it was very clear 
that the intense burnout she had experienced at her previous job was now nonexistent even 
though her case load had tripled. When I asked if she could speak on any challenges that had 
manifested in the last few months, she emphatically replied with one word: “Boring!”. While 
Natalia feels grateful that she “has the American Dream”, especially as someone who grew up 
poor in one of the most economically unequal cities in the world, her daily work life as a 
workaholic is boring because “it is not meaningful as it’s just lots of paperwork. I miss that 
impact I was having on the kids. The money is great, but the everyday is just paperwork.” In her 
previous job, Natalia experienced stress which led to burnout. With her newly acquired position, 
she is a workaholic with long eight hour shifts that entail navigating mountains of paperwork and 
boredom.  
Moreover, even though she has achieved American success, she still longs for meaningful 
work and long-term job security. As Natalia thinks about time, freedom, and her sense of self --- 
where she has been, where she is now, and where she would like to be in the near future --- she 
conveyed the following: “I would be set for life if I land a job with the DOE.” I wanted to 
understand why she felt so adamant about working for the Department of Education. “It’s a 
union job. That means tenure, job security with paid summers off.” As Natalia reflected on her 
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young life as a workaholic millennial worker, she came to the realization that the DOE would 
provide both the meaning-making and job security she dreamed of. However, as in the previous 
case of Carmen, getting into the DOE is about cultivating strong social networks and marketing 
yourself. “I’ve applied to the DOE. For now, it’s a waiting game for that call back. In the 
meantime, in social work, I know if I quit or get fired from one job I’ll have another job by 
tomorrow.” In Natalia’s work life as a social worker, finding work does not create uncertainty as 
she has one of the top licenses in the field --- Licensed Clinical Social Worker (LCSW). In her 
view, “there is high demand for social work jobs” especially as a LCSW. While Natalia has 
“made it” in America and can easily find a new job by the next day if she quits, her workaholic 
experiences of burnout and boredom taught her that in her life a strong synthesis of meaningful 
work, high salary, job security, and, above all, work-life balance is the dream she truly aspires 
for. In dream city, a metropolis imagined as a desirable place to work, there are millions of 
dreams and working for the New York City Department of Education would make that urban 
American dream come true for a workaholic like Natalia.  
 In analyzing the millennial cultural pattern of workaholics, we learned that young people 
like Julia, Carmen and Natalia survive in dream city by navigating myriad stresses of hard-work, 
shit pay, bullshit, burnout and boredom as they pursue American success across a variety of 
industries. To be a workaholic means in the everyday to deal with physical and emotional 
challenges of lack of free time, poor or no sleep, loss of weight, and navigating myriad emotions.  
Moreover, the narratives of workaholism provide empirical evidence that contradicts the myopic 
and erroneous stereotypes of millennials as “lazy” and “slackers”. Moving away from 
workaholics, what nuances does the cultural pattern of hustlers reveal in dream city? To explore 
this question, we must now turn to millennial hustlers.  
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The Hustlers’ Club: When Ambition and Dreams Require Problem Solving Stress  
 
“In Miami, people talk about getting shit done.  
In New York, people have dreams and get shit done” 
 John is a hustler. I met John at a coffee shop in Bushwick, Brooklyn on a cold winter 
evening. John is 28 years old and identifies as a white Hispanic, of Cuban and Peruvian roots, 
born and raised in Miami – a major city of Spanish speakers from Latin America. Seven years 
ago, at the age of 21, he moved to dream city to chase his dream of becoming an artist. He 
explains: “It took guts to move here from Miami. I was tired of my parent’s shit. I saved money 
for one year. I was in art school and working at Starbucks. I wanted to be an artist in New York 
City like all the pros”. As John navigated early adulthood and the labor market in New York, he 
found that chasing personal freedom away from his parents and his ambitious dream of 
becoming an artist would lead to many years of growing pains and hustling. As a hustler, John 
learned valuable life lessons across the restaurant and construction industries that required him to 
problem solve stress in order to survive in dream city.  
 Since John worked at Starbucks in Miami, he asked his manager for a transfer to a 
location in New York. Within a few days of asking, John found himself in the Big Apple. Once 
in New York, it quickly dawned on him how tough life can be with limited money, education 
and social capital as a new arrival. He noted: “I worked at Starbucks for six months once I got 
here and then got fed up. I had to find work right away. I started busing tables at a restaurant and 
got fired within the first week. You fall and get back right up. Then I found a job as a dishwasher 
at a restaurant in Carroll Gardens, here in Brooklyn. I did it for two months”. He paused and then 
added: “I actually liked it. It was so demeaning, $8 an hour. But it paid the bills! I learned that 
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the restaurant industry in NYC is crazy. You would think that NYC would pay more. But these 
were the jobs I could find right away on craigslist.” Because John had dropped out of college in 
Miami and since he was new to New York, he experienced limited job opportunities as he 
searched for jobs on the popular online website craigslist. In fact, he emphasized how employers 
took advantage of this: “I had employers tell me in my face straight out that because I was from 
out of town I would get the lowest pay rate. That was really frustrating. But looking back in 
NYC you really need that NYC experience. When you’re here it’s all about surviving. You are 
living paycheck to paycheck. It becomes all out survival mode.” In moving to dream city, John 
learned, willy-nilly, that his dream of becoming an artist encountered some tough realities: 
getting fired and having to stress about finding work immediately as time is money.  
 In his first year in New York, John navigated the low-wage and demeaning work of the 
restaurant industry. By his second year, he began to hustle in the social world of blue-collar 
construction labor. “I became a helper for a carpenter job. I found it through craigslist. I needed 
to pay rent. I did this job for six months. Time began to pass and you get stuck in survival mode. 
A friend that I made here in an illegal hostel helped me get a job as a painter. We bonded over 
the fact that he too is also an artist. He taught me what I know now. For the past five years, that 
is what I have been doing on and off for this Greek guy that has his own private construction 
company.” Hearing this from John, I asked if he could elaborate on the social world of the 
construction industry.  
 John noted that “construction is a stereotype. The mold is macho guys. Very 
conservative, pro-Trump, anti-gay, very religious and very sexist and misogynist. They live for 
catcalling women. I not into that big macho stuff even though I am a big guy.” A stereotype is a 
widely held belief about a particular thing or group of people that is oversimplified and without 
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context. For John, he believes the “mold” is in fact the stereotype of a social group of macho 
men on the right of the political spectrum. He understands his sense of self as being interpreted 
by others as a “macho” guy because of his tall frame – a misrecognition. Moreover, he notes that 
he is “not into that big macho stuff”, which may perhaps be indicative of the ability to challenge 
a hypermasculine script in the everyday by choosing not to participate. West & Zimmerman 
(1987) argue gender is performed and, in this case, a particular type of masculinity is “done” that 
opposes the sexism and misogyny.  
 Once in the construction world, he found a mixed bag of enjoyable and challenging 
aspects. “Painting is an easy trade. If you take your time you can become really good. The 
learning curve is not too hard. It’s very visual. Once you have a trade like painting, you can take 
that anywhere.” John perceives this blue-collar work as a specialized skill set that can be applied 
in multiple contexts as an enjoyable aspect. Alongside this, he enjoys the seniority he has after 
five years, side jobs, and overtime that garners him sometimes close to $3500 a month. “You are 
working and dealing with grown men, from all ethnic backgrounds. These guys slack. They lie in 
their resumes about their experience. Another challenge is getting our checks on time. This 
happens sometimes. I went once three weeks no pay. The boss has to sign the checks, so if he 
leaves early then no one is getting paid. This is a privately owned company, so it’s non-union.” 
In John’s everyday work life as a millennial hustler, he has to problem solve by managing grown 
men who “slack” at work and live with the uncertainty that the boss can leave early causing 
everyone to miss a check --- a stressful situation that can lead to late rent and bills.  
Hustling Monday through Friday, from 7am to 4pm, “we do what the boss says. It can be 
a job at Zara or H&M.” John adds that moving to New York taught him, willy-nilly, a lexicon of 
race that he did not have in Miami: “I learned here in NYC that you guys have a racial hierarchy. 
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People constantly asking you ‘you Jewish? Italian? Puerto Rican?’ And if you are Hispanic they 
then think you should be only hanging with the Puerto Ricans. I learned here that I’m Hispanic. 
And this has led to me telling some guys at work like ‘oye emano cuidado’ [hey brother, careful] 
because they see a tall white guy and don’t think I speak Spanish and they talk shit behind your 
back. And act all surprised.” John developed a racial consciousness in the construction labor 
market, which reflected a cultural concern and stress in New York for identifying individuals 
based on their ethnic or racial group.  
Ethnically John is Hispanic, as he shares the cultural practice of speaking Spanish. 
Racially – phenotypically – he is white. As a tall white man in New York, he has experienced 
how his whiteness creates an interaction of misrecognition from his own Hispanic ethnic group 
as it is incorrectly assumed that he does not speak Spanish. Scholars of race and whiteness (Du 
Bois 1903; Bonilla-Silva 2005; Omi & Winant 1986; Roediger 2005;) have helped us understand 
the operation of a double-consciousness in African-Americans, racial formations, the challenges 
of a black-white racial dyad and, concomitantly, a colorblind ideology that denies the salience of 
white supremacy. In John’s decision to move to New York to chase his dream of being an artist, 
he learned race and whiteness from the construction labor market which made him rethink his 
sense of freedom as he dealt with racial hierarchies and misrecognition for the first time in his 
life.  
I asked John where he thought he was in life. He replied: “If I think about where I am 
right now, I’m killing myself”. He explained that painting is not a career for him. Rather, his real 
dream is to be an artist and because of this he decided to go back to school to finish out a 
Bachelor’s in video game design. “Painting is a means to an end. I am not trying to make this 
into a career. In Miami, people talk about getting shit done. In New York, people have dreams 
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and get shit done. My passion is video gaming as it brings in the art and technology which I love. 
The plan is to get the degree and become legit and figure it out from there.” In the past seven 
years, John has been hustling towards realizing his dream of being a “legit” artist despite the 
uncertainties of work and paying rent. He specifically made a comparison between people in 
Miami versus New York. In Miami, people talk about “getting shit done”. In New York, New 
Yorkers hustle and “get shit done”. In being a hustler, much like a workaholic, John’s personal 
life was typified by several challenges and uncertainties. “I learned that in New York, you get 
better and bitter. Better and bitter. Nothing fazes me anymore. Being in college again, but a little 
bit older, makes me realize how hopeful young people are and it’s gonna hit them really hard 
[life] because it’s happened to me.” New York changed John for the better and, at the same time, 
has made him bitter. He came to New York on his own and figured out how to survive by 
creating friendships that helped him find work, housing and community. At the same time, 
dream city affected him at times cruelly – at one point in his journey he ended up homeless for 
two days on the Staten Island ferry – leaving a sense of bitterness in him as the modern world is 
characterized by a multitude of uncertainties when you are part of the hustlers’ club.  
Sam is part of the hustlers’ club. In his millennial experience of navigating the labor 
market in dream city, Sam took a chance of pursuing American success within the Google 
technology machine. In Sam’s work experience of hustling in the technology sector, we are 
presented with an opportunity to analyze how ambition and problem solving unfold when work 





Hustling at Google: “Putting out fires” in a Precarious Tech Machine  
 Sam moved to New York from Wyoming at the age of twenty-five to hustle. Three years 
later, when I spoke to Sam over Zoom at the beginning of the holiday season, he had just 
received a severance package from Google and unemployment assistance. A year earlier, he told 
me he had been “reaching for the stars” in applying to Google. Sam’s work experience as a 
national fulfillment manager helps us understand some of the labor practices and operations of 
Google, which reveal a deep interest – much like millennials – in Simmel’s claim that “time is 
money”. 
 I asked Sam to explain the job role of national fulfillment manager. He explained: “My 
job was working for Google Express, which was a direct competitor to Amazon’s online 
shopping. I was putting out fires for Google in the logistics of fulfilling orders. Google Express 
is for non-perishables. If you are a member of Costco for example, then Google comes in and 
works with box chains to deliver products customers want. It’s now Google Shopping. Google is 
waiting to be that second option for online shoppers.” In other words, Sam notes, “I was hired to 
better the metrics in fulfillment.” As Sam continued to explain the one year of contractual labor 
he signed up for with the globally known tech giant, he noted – like John – a mixed bag of 
enjoyable aspects and challenges. The more detailed he was about the division of labor at this 
company, it became apparent that Google reflects the forces of a neoliberal economy that relies 
off of short-term contractual labor and job insecurity.  
 “There were three phases to my one year at Google. The first phase was five to six 
months working from the building on 10th Avenue. I loved the problem solving I was required to 
do to make sure products were being fulfilled smoothly and on time at different stores. Google is 
a brand, but it’s very much a startup. They said to me ‘Here’s your laptop, you need to learn on 
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your own and be proactive’. On the one hand, I was always asking questions so I liked being 
challenged especially figuring out logistics when employees were calling out across San 
Francisco, LA, Chicago, Boston, DC and NYC. I had to be in charge. On the other hand, there 
was no training.” For Sam, having gotten hired at Google in New York was at first a dream come 
true. Having dropped out of college and worked at several stores in Wyoming as an assistant 
store manager, Sam had the cultural capital and hustle mentality to make it at Google. For his 
time as a contractual labor, he was paid “handsomely”: $75,000 for the year. Sam’s freedom as a 
hustler was both enabled and constrained: he was paid a handsome salary and, yet, experienced 
the challenge of no paid vacations or health benefits.  
 “At Google, I came to learn that there are the white badges and red badges. There is a 
very big divide. 70% of employees at Google are red badges. I was one of them. We all have 
access to the same amenities, such as the free food and social nights. The main difference is that 
the red badges don’t have health insurance and paid vacations. They’re goal was to make it as 
comfortable as possible because people work long hours”, explained Sam. Hearing Sam break 
down the labor divide between “white badges” and “red badges” at Google, it became evident 
that this tech giant feeds off temporary/contractual labor in their everyday business activities 
especially as Sam stated that he believes seventy percent of employees are “red badges”. To be a 
“white badge” at the Google machine means full-time labor that comes job security, benefits and 
privilege. To be a “red badge” can be interpreted as a temporary inclusion to an exclusive and 
elitist technological workshop, where hustling is the name of the game as red badges seek to 
become part of the white badges. To assuage this labor divide, Google management attempts to 
make the workshop “as comfortable as possible” by providing unlimited free food and social 
nights to all employees.  
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In “Google’s Shadow Work Force: Temps Who Outnumber Full-Time Employees”, the 
New York Times journalist, Daisuke Wakabayashi (2019), reports: “High-tech companies have 
long promoted the idea that they are egalitarian, idyllic workplaces. And Google, perhaps more 
than any other, has represented that image, with a reputation for enviable salaries and benefits 
and lavish perks.”3 However, Wakabayashi finds: “the company’s increasing reliance on temps 
and contractors has some Google employees wondering if management is undermining its 
carefully crafted culture. As of March, Google worked with roughly 121,000 temps and 
contractors around the world, compared with 102,000 full-time employees” (ibid). The Google 
machine thus hires contract laborers – hustlers – like Sam to “put out fires” in logistics for their 
projects, in this case Google Express, and continues to reproduce a two-tier system in its 
organization that leaves the majority of its workers as dispensable rather than indispensable.  
This dispensability within the organizational structure of Google became more apparent 
in Sam’s labor experience with them. “I moved into a phase two title because of layoffs. My 
team found out we we’re getting laid off and I happened to be on the way back from Russia. The 
layoffs was literally them wanting to save some money. They gave you a severance package. 
They try to take care of you in that way. Also, when you get laid off you can do unemployment.” 
In his case, Google management asked him if he wanted to “hang out at Google”, to which he 
replied “obviously.” In phase two, Sam had to go beyond working at the 10th Avenue 
headquarters in Manhattan to physically going to stores where they had Google Express 
employees to do local fulfillment. “I had more ownership when I went to stores like Fairway 
[supermarket]. Inefficiency is what I looked for to fix. Half of the days were in the office and 
half in the stores. I would go to train their managers, who then taught their employees. It was a 
 
3 Daisuke Wakabayashi. 2019. “Google’s Shadow Work Force: Temps Who Outnumber Full-Time Employees”. 
The New York Times May 28 https://www.nytimes.com/2019/05/28/technology/google-temp-workers.html  
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process of teaching how to pick, pack, pay for the items customers had ordered” through Google 
Express. A month into going across different stores to help train and facilitate customer orders, 
Sam entered phase three of his one year of working with Google. 
“Two people’s contracts had ended. I knew the role was open for a launch specialist. I 
applied, interviewed and had coworkers put in a good word. I ended up getting the job and took 
the promotion” Sam noted. In this new role as a “launch specialist”, Sam’s work responsibility 
was to engage directly with merchants that wanted to do business using Google Express. Sam 
emphasized how Google Express was “about to blow up” and how he “got to run [his] own 
ship”. But then, things took a turn as there was a shift in the business model: “Google had gotten 
to the point where they could allow merchants themselves to fulfill orders based on the volume. 
What this meant was that they could pull operators out, pull out all managers. The model they 
built was based on downsizing, which meant layoffs. You’re going to build a model to automate. 
You built your own grave.” In Sam’s life, what started as a hustler’s dream to work for Google 
culminated in layoffs for him and his whole team in a very short amount of time. If there was 
something that Sam took away from this work experience, it was the following: “You can’t get 
comfortable.”  
Sam specifically noted that the shift in the business model at Google was to “automate”. 
Automation is defined as “production processes monitored and controlled by machines with only 
minimal supervision from people.”4 In the early 1990s, Stanley Aronowitz and the late William 
DiFazio (1994) were envisioning an automated future of worker displacement given the advent 
of new technologies in the workplace in their book The Jobless Future: Sci-Tech and the Dogma 
of Work. Almost thirty years later, the work experience of “red badges” like Sam at Google 
 
4 Giddens et al. 2016. Introduction to Sociology. New York: W.W. Norton & Company, Inc.  
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substantiate their prescient postulations. Millennial workaholics and hustlers, like Julia, Carmen, 
Natalia, John and Sam live a life characterized by “time is money” --- especially in an expensive 
metropolis like New York City. At the same time, in a neoliberal capitalist order, major 
businesses like Google equally follow a “time is money” maxim as they hire and layoff 
contractual workers with ease to cut production costs. At the end of 2019, Google Express was 
deemed an online shopping failure. It closed operations and was merged with Google Shopping.5  
Experiencing a layoff for Sam was “terrible. I had spent a year building relationships. It’s 
tough. Google was the longest job I’ve ever had. I’ve been working my whole life six months 
seasonally. When you’re doing temp work, there’s always insecurity. Now that I got married, it’s 
different. I want full-time work. I’ve been searching for that stability. And I am still competing 
with people with degrees. NYC is super competitive.” Sam’s work history as a millennial hustler 
is typified by temporary and insecure labor experiences. Getting married was a key turning point, 
as it catalyzed a change in consciousness. Finding full-time work has become a priority to create 
“stability”. The stability of full-time work will allow him to “be comfortable”. The competitive 
labor market of New York, however, has manifested stress in his life as he continues to interview 
and pursue his own American Dream. “For now, I will do retail since it’s the holidays. Beyond 
that, I am open to consulting work. Everyone’s going freelance. We’re moving to a freelance 
economy. I talk to my wife about this and we’re open to moving out of New York.” While Sam 
experiences stress stemming from his work life as a hustler, he finds comfort in knowing that he 
isn’t alone in navigating the economy as he feels that the automation is being felt collectively by 
many people he knows in the technology sector and that freelance consulting work is a means to 
 




staying in this field --- whether or not that job is in New York. The life of a hustler navigating 
temporary contractual labor has instilled in him a consciousness that accepts the reality that we 
must always be open to changes, whether we may like it or not.  
 
The Hotel Hustler, Time, and the Performance of “We Handle Stress”  
 Betty, 25, has been hustling as a hotel front desk agent for the past two years. In her day-
to-day work life, she has to be ready for sudden changes. Even before she got the job, Betty had 
to hustle to get her foot in the door. She commutes to work in Manhattan from her parent’s 
apartment in Queens, using the subway trains five days out of the week. Betty works a 3pm-
11pm shift because she “likes the night”. She, alongside her coworkers, spend those midtown 
Manhattan city nights at the hotel performing one key task: “We handle stress”. And she excels 
at it in exchange for a union job, where she makes $45,000 a year with benefits. Betty’s 
millennial experience as a hustler in the hotel industry provides for us an understanding of how 
ambition, problem solving, stress and success interface in dream city.  
 As an undergraduate at CUNY, Betty majored in hotel management. For her last semester 
of college, she was required to complete an internship at a hotel. This created a space of conflict 
and, subsequently, quick problem solving. Betty notes: “I was in my last semester and we were 
required to do an internship in order to graduate. The moment I heard an ‘internship’, I knew that 
I didn’t want to work for free. The internship had to be 120 hours. I already had a job at a 
restaurant and I didn’t know how to squeeze in those hours.” For Betty, there wasn’t enough time 
to do an unpaid internship. She was forced to quickly fix the problem that arose in her life, as she 
experienced role conflict in being a student who needed to graduate college and a young laborer 
who needed money.  
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Role conflict is “when two or more discordant demands are placed on individuals, 
rendering them unable to fulfill their own or other’s expectations.”6 To solve this role conflict, a 
manager at the hotel where she now works did the following: “They lied for me”. Betty explains: 
“I had asked my professor if I could use my job as a server at the restaurant as my internship. 
They said no right away. I needed the money and needed to complete that internship. I explained 
my situation to the manager at the hotel job orientation that a friend told me about. The manager 
said they could help and lied to my professor saying that I was doing an unpaid internship at the 
hotel.” This small act of support from a manager changed Betty’s life.  
“They trusted me with no experience. I had no choice but to tell them. I wasn’t gonna go 
stress myself to make my professor happy. I had to rebel. I had already been working as a 
waitress at the restaurant for two years. It was time to go. I barely had free time. I didn’t have 
time. I wasn’t gonna go work for free. Time is very valuable”, asserted Betty. In Betty’s young 
life as a millennial, she experienced time, money and stress intersecting urgently. For her, just 
like many other millennials, time is valuable. Further, working for free was out of the question. 
In being honest with the manager during the job orientation, Betty landed the job as a hotel front 
desk agent and transitioned successfully within the hospitality industry from waiting tables to 
fixing problems for hotel guests.  
 When Betty was hired, so were a cadre of other young people as the hotel had just been 
newly built and needed the staff to run operations. “It was amazing and scary at first. I had a job 
even before graduating. When you open a new hotel everyone is new, you grow with each other, 
and learn together”. This common experience of everyone being hired at the same time created a 
blank slate to learn from each other, for better or worse.  
 
6 Jeff Manza. 2018. The Sociology Project 2.5. Hoboken, NJ: Pearson. 
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 “Everyone that works here are young adults who are down to earth. In the past two years, 
I’ve met some incredible people, staff and guests alike. Hearing their life stories. The guests 
come from so many other countries and they are definitely better guests than when I worked at 
the restaurant. I enjoy that. The guests come with problems and I fix those problems” noted 
Betty. She then continued to give an example: “One time I went above and beyond. The guests 
had Broadway tickets. They were from Europe. They missed their day for their show. They 
asked me at the front desk: ‘can you help me?’ I responded that I’m not a concierge, but we can 
be concierge if we want to. I put on a concierge voice and asked the ticket office ‘Would you be 
able to help out please?’ And this guy hooked us up. I called the guests. I really wanted them to 
go and they were so thankful. I know it sounds stupid, but when you travel all the way to New 
York and you look forward to things. I was happy to fix the problem and leave on a positive 
note”.  
Betty emphasized how she is “not a concierge”, but as a hotel front desk agent she was 
willing to go the extra mile. She specifically noted how she “put on a concierge voice” to talk 
directly to the theater ticket office to rectify the situation for her guests from Europe. Betty thus 
“put on” a performance of concierge with the aim of providing exceptional guest service. This 
performance speaks compellingly to the symbolic interactionist school of sociology, particularly 
the theoretical work of Erving Goffman. In The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life, Goffman 
(1956) proposes a “dramaturgical approach” to studying social interaction. The dramaturgical 
approach studies interaction as if we were all actors on stage. For Goffman, individuals put on 
different masks and performances depending on the audience and context. In Betty’s millennial 
work life as a hotel agent, she put on a “mask” of concierge and enacted a “concierge voice” by 
speaking formally and affably to the theater ticket office. As she stated, this performance was not 
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essential to her keeping her job. However, she wanted to assure that her guests would leave the 
hotel on a positive note as superior customer service is the modus operandi of the hospitality 
industry in New York. Betty added that because of positive experiences such as this, she has 
learned at work that she excels professionally when there is positive reinforcement.  
And yet, when it comes to providing superior customer service in the hotel industry 
things are not always positive. “It’s not just front desk staff. In the hotel, it’s everyone working 
together. The engineers, housekeepers, front desk. There are days when the linen company 
doesn’t bring the linens on time. Days when the rooms aren’t clean. Sometimes it’s 3pm and we 
don’t have rooms that are ready. Sometimes it is really cranky people who have been waiting 
6am at the front desk coming from a red eye flight. That’s when it gets stressful. We look them 
in the eye. We have to people manage. We manage their bullshit. We offer them breakfast 
vouchers or a drink. Sometimes they don’t want any of that. And I would feel for them. I get why 
they are mad.” In listening to Betty explicate the everyday nuances of hotel work, two important 
facets of this industry unveiled.  
First, there is a clearly marked division of labor within the hotel industry. The front desk, 
engineers and housekeepers must work in unison. If there is a slowdown or mishap in the 
division of labor, the hotel begins to falter and guest service declines. Note how Betty pointed 
out how the linen company failing to bring linens on time creates conflict in the everyday 
operations of the hotel as this translates into rooms not being ready for “cranky” and tired guests. 
This division of labor, the specialized functions of each laborer, and the need to maintain 
stability for the social cohesion of the structure – in this case the hotel – is a central argument of 
the French sociologist Emile Durkheim (1893) outlined in The Division of Labor in Society. If 
the division of labor begins to deteriorate, the whole structure is put into crisis. Betty adds: 
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“Let’s say we’re almost sold out. There’s two rooms left. And engineering hasn’t done their job. 
It’s frustrating they don’t do their jobs. The engineers are lazy. Then nobody does anything. 
They work on things such as carpentry or fixing lights, flooded bathrooms or clogged. We have 
to deal with lots of delays sometimes.” If the engineers are “lazy”, as Betty claims, then the 
whole operation of the hotel is strained which then leads to Betty and her front desk coworkers 
having to “handle stress” from guests.  
This leads into the second critical facet of the hotel industry. To “handle stress” means to 
engage in a close interactive ritual where guests must be looked at “in the eye” and their 
“bullshit” must be dealt with by providing material offers of breakfast vouchers or drinks with 
the aim of “managing” them knowing they might rebuke the offers. The hustler, like the 
workaholic life of Carmen, comes to manage “bullshit” too. This interactive ritual is emblematic 
of Erving Goffman’s (1955) idea of “face-work”. Goffman (1955) contends that “Every person 
lives in a world of social encounters, involving him either in face-to-face or mediated contact 
with other participants” and, further, “The term face may be defined as the positive social value a 
person effectively claims for himself by the line others assume he has taken during a particular 
contact”7. In Betty’s work life, she must engage in face-work to manage her guests’ stress of 
being checked-in promptly without any delays and if that does not happen then she must work to 
manage their emotions as well as her coworkers.  
“I know what it is to be cranky, but some coworkers take it too personal. They become 
amargados [bitter]. They over it. I’m not stressing this. They stop doing their job. Our job is to 
be customer support. It pisses me off because we are all together as a team. And now I have to 
manage that. People just have so many emotions and you have to be aware and know how to talk 
 
7 Erving Goffman. 1955. “On Face-Work”. Psychiatry 18(3): 213-231. DOI: 10.1080/00332747.1955.11023008 
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to someone especially when most of our guests don’t speak English”, she explained. For Betty, 
she has observed her coworkers become bitter – she used the Spanish word ‘amargado’ – when 
dealing with stressful guests. They then retreat from their job function of providing support, 
which Betty must thus manage. In her view, coworkers lack the ability to avoid taking things 
“too personal” and to talk to people in a form that mitigates a tense situation. This creates more 
work for her.  
“You would think managers would help, but everyone especially hates the managers. 
When they tell us to do something, I have to do it.” In talking with Betty, it became clear that she 
has manager potential given her ability to “handle stress” and “manage people”. She states: “I 
could be a manager, but as a front desk agent I’m unionized. Managers aren’t. Why would I 
leave my union to become a slave as a manager. They work 13 plus hours. We have set holidays. 
Everyone is union except management and sales. My union gives me protection. It’s harder for 
us to get fired. We can get a lawyer if we need it. There’s health benefits. When I first started I 
was making $23 an hour and now I’m at $25. I work my 35 hours a week.” In Betty’s life she 
“handle[s] stress” and, in exchange, her union job provides job security and benefits that 
managers lack. She refers to managers as “slaves”, who work long hours – the managers are the 
workaholics. It is because of this that she speaks with pride to be a hustler in a union, even if she 
is not making a six-figure salary.  
“Now more than ever, I realize how important the union is since they have given me the 
opportunity to take off from work since I just had a major surgery. I’m really focusing on these 
benefits because the union is saving me a lot of money for medical stuff. Once you leave the 
union, you can’t come back”, asserted Betty. In an economic order of neoliberal capitalism, 
union jobs have become a rarity and a privilege. In Betty’s work life, her union has given her the 
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security of helping her with medical bills and knowing that she can return to work after a major 
surgery – a privilege that millions in the United States do not have. In a labor market and 
metropolis where time is money, Betty cultivated a hustler’s work life, starting in college, where 
handling stress in the hospitality industry has given her time, benefits, and job security as a 
millennial ---  a story of hustling to achieve American success.  
 
The Coding Hustler and Millennial “Success”  
 Lily is 28, Asian-American, and a software engineer who was born and raised in Queens. 
After six years of hustling in the same midtown Manhattan tech company, she now makes 
$80,000 a year. Lily’s job title is “Senior Client Support Technician”. In everyday language, Lily 
is a “coder” --- she problem solves for her clients by writing code that specializes in event 
registrations across the country. A child of immigrants from India, Lily has “made it” in 
America. As a millennial hustler, Lily finds herself questioning her success as she is very 
ambitious.  
 In college, Lily majored in business with a concentration in computer information 
systems. “At Baruch, I decided to go towards the tech side of business. Because of this, I learned 
how to code,” explained Lily. Baruch College is a CUNY business school, which according to 
the Harvard economist Raj Chetty (2017) is a central powerhouse for economic social mobility, 
rivaling the prestigious Ivy League, as it lifts poor and working-class students to higher 
economic echelons.8 Having made this decision early on in her life, Lily coded her way to 
 
8 See David Leonhardt. 2017. “America’s Great Working-Class Colleges”. The New York Times January 18 
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/01/18/opinion/sunday/americas-great-working-class-colleges.html; Leonhardt 
studies Chetty’s data to note that Baruch is ranked number 9 out of top 10 colleges for upward mobility, specifically 
as these “colleges [are] ranked by percent of students from the bottom fifth of the income distribution who end up in 
the top three-fifths”; In Baruch’s case, 79% of students entered as poor students [coming from households that made 
less than $20,000 a year] and by their mid-30s ended up making over $60,000 a year. Additionally, “About 13% of 
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success as a hustler. A few weeks before graduation, she received a full-time job offer at the 
company she currently works for.  
 “I graduated within four years, and I was happy with finding a job at my current 
company. I was ok with the $45,000 salary for the entry level position. It was a start. And I got to 
stay in New York, which was a priority because of my family. When I first started straight out of 
college, it was scary because I was afraid that I would mess up and have anxiety when talking to 
clients to meet their needs for their events”, conveyed Lily. Having successfully completed her 
undergraduate training at a CUNY with no debt, Lily began her career as a coder for a mid-sized 
technology company in the heart of the Big Apple where time is money. In exchange for full-
time work in the 21st century New York labor market, Lily took the forty-five thousand a year 
salary as a twenty-year old and, despite the initial fear and anxiety of talking with clients for the 
first time, began to excel.  
 As a coder, there have been plenty of enjoyable aspects at the midtown office for Lily. 
First, the clients come to her. She explains: “I’m not searching for clients. They come directly to 
me for tech support. I ask them what their event is and what they need for their event 
registration. I write the code that allows their customers sign up. It’s very straightforward. Many 
of these events are in Las Vegas or here in New York at the Jacob Javits Center. Traveling for 
work and being in the field is definitely one of the best aspects of this job.” As Lily recounted 
her travel experiences across the US and Europe, she noted how in one year alone she had 
traveled to five different cities. In fact, Las Vegas “was the most memorable work experience 
because I got to work and go out. Las Vegas is a bizarre city. I made $400 in the slot machines”. 
As a hustler, Lily’s freedom is characterized by the privilege of traveling for work and 
 
students at Baruch College came from a poor family but became a rich adult.” See 
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/projects/college-mobility/bernard-m-baruch-college  
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experiencing new cities. And the more she hustled at work, the more she realized that she needed 
raises to live in an expensive dream city. “I have asked four times for a raise in the past six years 
and have gotten them. My boss is very approachable and understanding especially since he sees 
that I’m satisfying the clients.” Moreover, Lily added that her days in the office are made 
meaningful because “My best friend works with me. This is a huge plus. That’s my go to person 
for everything. That support is important.”  
 The combination of traveling for work, a supportive boss, and hustling for raises makes 
Lily an American success story. By all accounts, Lily has the urban American Dream and 
embodies the success story of American millennial women outlined in the research of Christina 
Percheski (2019). After six years of committing to this mid-sized technology company, however, 
Lily finds herself questioning her success. “The flexibility of this company when it comes to 
raises and paid time off, like now I have sixteen days to myself a year, is great. But I am 
realizing that I feel comfortable. And that comfort is running counter to my desire for growth.” I 
asked Lily to help me further understand why the comfort of her job as a coder was interpreted as 
a challenge.  
Lily explained: “My job has given me fake promotions, new titles. But they don’t mean 
anything because I’m still doing the same thing. The real issue is that there is no growth in the 
company because it’s somewhat small. There’s roughly 70 employees. They want to keep me 
because it would cost time and money to train someone new. That’s about six months of training. 
I want to be challenged. And get paid at least six figures, which isn’t happening in my current 
job.”  
As a millennial hustler in the New York labor market and after six years of dedicating her 
life to one company, Lily states that she experiences no stresses at work. She has excelled at 
 147 
work and has a great degree of freedom as a hustler. However, she has cultivated a degree of 
comfort that has made her uncomfortable. Her employer has given her “fake promotions” and 
“new titles” with raises, but her everyday work functions are the same. Sociologists define a 
“glass ceiling” as “A promotion barrier that prevents a woman’s upward mobility withing an 
organization”9. In Lily’s work, the company is not a major corporation with hundreds or 
thousands of employees. In this case, she has not experienced a glass ceiling because the 
organizational structure of the tech company is relatively small that a higher-level executive 
position in her line of work does not exist in the first place.  
Rather, the routinization of coding work has led to her to reflect on her value as a worker 
at this tech company, as she desires professional growth and a “at least a six-figure salary” which 
she asserts friends in other companies make for comparable work --- a hustler through and 
through. Under the 21st century economic structure of neoliberal capitalism, a peculiar cultural 
paradox arises of the laborer experiencing the challenge of not being challenged. Work becomes 
an end to itself and the joy withers away. The tech company that employs Lily sees her value 
through a lens of time is money, as she explicates that it would cost them too much money and 
time to train a new hire.  
In her young life, Lily has dedicated herself to hustling since college in her pursuit of 
American success and she achieved it through years of coding. She, however, noted in our 
interview that a major challenge of work is that “coding is not my passion”. Lily went into 
coding not because she loved it. Instead, she used coding as a means to achieving American 
success. Now, she herself questions this “success” as she studies her social world and sees better 
opportunities for professional growth and a higher salary that her current employer cannot 
 
9 Giddens et al. 2016. Introduction to Sociology. New York: W.W. Norton & Company, Inc.  
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provide. While she states that she does not experience stress in her day-to-day job functions, she 
feels the stress to do more and to make more in a society typified by a powerful cultural pursuit 
of success.  
In light of this, Lily has taken the initiative of a hustler to problem solve as she looks for 
greener pastures in the tech field even if it is not her passion. She stated: “I personally want more 
growth in my career, but it’s also pressure from my parents who see more potential in me. I 
started editing my resume and applying for jobs, but looking for a job is a full-time job [her 
emphasis]. I’m not sure what would be a good fit. I’m interested in the beauty industry and web 
design. That is my biggest uncertainty right now. Finding a new job that is a good fit. After that, 
everything else will get figured out.” In wanting to find a “good fit”, she has found that job 
hunting is a “full-time job” in itself given the demanding time consumption of applying and 
interviewing. Similar to almost all of the millennial interviewees I spoke to, Lily is endeavoring 
to find meaningful labor with better pay. In this pursuit, she has made a key decision in her 
young life as a hustler to leave a comfortable and well-paying job that is symbolic of American 
success for better opportunities even as she powerfully notes that job hunting is a “full-time job”.  
 
What does it mean to labor?   
We have seen how millennials navigate the labor market in New York through the 
cultural patterns of workaholics and hustlers. Young people apply themselves in myriad fields 
such as government, construction, technology, and hospitality. Millennials become workaholics 
and hustlers because they are endeavoring to survive in the urban context of New York, which is 
an increasingly expensive metropolis to live in. Rather than being “slackers” and “lazy”, 
millennials powerfully internalize the reality that time is indeed money and, consequently, 
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experience their freedom enabled and constrained. And if they are working under neoliberal 
capitalism, getting paid for their labor hours was a sine qua non for the young people 
interviewed. Some made “shitty” pay, while others were paid handsomely. But above all, 
regardless of how much money they made, their work experiences as millennials revealed a key 
cultural understanding: In dream city, millennials “get shit done” as everyday life is rooted in the 
pursuit of American success.  
In navigating the labor market of New York, these young people faced incredible 
challenges, stresses and uncertainties. Unequal power dynamics of disrespect, low wages, getting 
paid on time, and losing work were articulated.  In the case of workaholics, lack of sleep, 
burnout, and physical health problems became evident. None of the interviewees glamorized or 
romanticized their labor. For millennial hustlers, in their ambition, they had to problem solve 
different cases of stress. In talking with millennial workers, what came to the fore is that work – 
the “dream” sought after --- must be meaningful rather than an end to merely survive so that a 
flexible work-life balance can be cultivated. Particularly, a few cases revealed the key role 
played by their unions in creating less uncertainty and, conversely, job security for workers --- 
something worth noting in the United States as union labor has declined steeply since the Reagan 
administration in the 1980s began an all-out assault of union-busting.  
Work is one facet of social life and does not truly capture the totality of an individual’s 
essence. In order to get closer to understanding the lives of millennial New Yorkers, we must 
move beyond work to analyze their housing experiences in New York City --- a metropolis that 




Chapter 5: The Good, The Bad and the Ugly:  




“Perhaps home is not a place but simply an irrevocable condition” 
- James Baldwin 
 
 
 New York City is often imagined as a desirable place to live. For many, the hustle and 
bustle across the hundreds of urban neighborhoods is alluring. The diversity of people from all 
over the world makes it a dream city for cultural exploration and creation. The urban 
neighborhood and the city, offers a new social world full of new people, interactions, and 
plethora of memories scattered across lively streets. As we learned in Chapter 4, millennials 
come to New York to work. And yet, life is not just work. Millennials experience the 
neighborhoods they choose to live in. These experiences are bound to community institutions 
like bars, restaurants, and parks. Moreover, millennials’ experiences moving to or moving 
around New York in search of a home are deeply intertwined to diverse housing cultural patterns 
that offer a lens for studying time, money, stress and community belonging.  
In the following millennial narratives, young people articulate the good, the bad and the 
ugly of three distinctive housing cultural patterns in dream city: roommate poker, going solo, and 
all in the family. As they spoke about how each of these housing cultural patterns affected them, 
their narratives revealed how “the dream” of living in New York City intertwined with, willy-
nilly, harsh realities that changed their sense of self and neighborhoods during a time of 
gentrification. Here are their stories of living in dream city, as they navigated freedom, rent, and 
community in an expensive housing market.  
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Roommate Poker: Sometimes You Win, Sometimes You Lose   
 In the card game of poker, a player is dealt two cards by the dealer. With these two cards, 
each player will try to create the best possible hand to win the pot of money being gambled. You 
can easily make money and, vice versa, lose all your money. For millennials, living in New York 
with roommates is like playing poker. Sometimes you win and sometimes you lose. Finding 
strangers or friends to live with in a city of over eight million people can be a risky gamble, 
depending on the cards you have and decisions you make with those cards. A common card that 
all millennials were handed by the housing market of New York was expensive rents. This 
common challenge forced young people to find roommates and split rent. In doing so, good, bad, 
and ugly interactions and scenarios emerged in the housing cultural pattern of roommate poker.  
 
A Tale of Convenience, Paying to Play and Community in the Gentrified Dream City    
 James, 28, is African-American and originally from the South Side of Chicago. After 
graduating college in New Jersey, James immediately moved to New York to pursue American 
success through his passion for acting. Since making that decision at the age of twenty-two, 
James has lived across five different urban neighborhoods in Manhattan, Brooklyn and Queens 
searching for a place to call home. For the past four and a half years, the urban neighborhood of 
Astoria, Queens, became a home where he learned about convenience, paying to play, and 
community.   
 “As soon as I graduated, I moved to Washington Heights [Manhattan] for a few months. I 
moved to New York because it’s a massive hub for acting. Film and theater are here. The jobs 
are here. I kept in touch with people from college who had moved here and started looking for 
apartments through a Facebook artist group. It was lots of subleasing, which took me from 
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Washington Heights to Ridgewood [Queens] to Park Slope [Brooklyn]. From there I went to 
Hamilton Heights [Manhattan] for a year and ended up in Forest Hills, Queens for six months”, 
related James. In the tree-lined streets of Forest Hills, James shared a one-bedroom apartment 
with a roommate. After six months, they both realized they needed shorter commutes to work 
and decided to apartment hunt together as it was convenient since they had already lived 
together.  
They chose to apartment hunt in Astoria because the neighborhood appealed to them 
given its close geographical proximity to Manhattan and ethnic diversity of Greeks, Latin 
Americans and Arabs. Moreover, Astoria has a dense concentration of young people like them. 
According to the US Census, in 2019, Astoria’s largest age group population were millennials 
between the ages of 25 -34. Out of a total neighborhood population of 140,540, these 25 – 34-
year-old millennials accounted for 40,094 of all residents or 28.5% of the community.1 
“We went on Facebook and found a three-bedroom apartment in Astoria. The people that 
interviewed us seemed like they really needed someone because they didn’t make an issue with 
both of us sharing a bedroom”, explained James. James and his roommate, two recent strangers, 
conveniently searched for a home together using the social media site, Facebook, and were 
quickly approved out of convenience as their future roommates needed someone to fill a room. 
Further, the rent in Astoria was within their budgets. They moved in days later, knowing that 
they had to take this apartment before it was gone as “time is money”.  
 They packed their things and moved in to a two-floor apartment building near Astoria 
Park. “We moved in and divided the bedroom with a bookcase. This was convenient because we 
split the $800 a month. We each paid $400. After four months of sharing the room, we realized 
 
1 See American Community Survey 2019 (5-year estimates). All census tracts were selected in Astoria and 
computed for the variable “age” using Social Explorer software. 
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that we needed more space. The timing worked out perfectly because one of the other roommates 
was leaving. My roommate took that room and I stayed in the one we were sharing. We then 
went from four people sharing a three-bed to just three of us”, noted James. Having internalized 
the Simmelian maxim of “time is money”, James and his two other roommates reorganized their 
housing arrangement – since the “timing worked out perfectly” –  to accommodate everyone, 
space and budget wise as they began to pay more than double in rent. “The three-bedroom 
apartment costs $2,700 a month. My two roommates each pay $925 and $900. I pay the 
remaining $875. Everyone has their own room and we share the common spaces.” In order to 
stay in the neighborhood, all three roommates had to pay more to play in this urban 
neighborhood that had seen a salient rise of new glass buildings, small businesses of cultural 
consumption and desirability for young people.  
 In the past four and a half years of living in Astoria with his two roommates, James has 
observed a “sense of community” in the Queens neighborhood for a number of reasons. He 
conveniently works a few blocks from their apartment – one of the main reasons he moved in the 
first place – as a bartender, which allows him to pursue his dream of acting. At this popular bar, 
James serves cocktails several days a week to a large and diverse body of millennials – his 
generation – who live in the neighborhood and work in Manhattan, as well as customers from 
nearby communities. “I get to walk to work. I don’t have to deal with the subways. Astoria Park 
is nearby. You really get the feel here in Astoria of an escape from the city. It’s very quiet on our 
block. We live above a laundromat and convenience store. There’s tons of bars and restaurants 
off 30th Avenue and Ditmars. Everything is in close proximity”, asserted James. In hearing James 
tell me about his life in Astoria, it became clear that as a millennial living and working in this 
gentrified Queens neighborhood he had carved out meaning through the proximity of local 
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institutions: the bar, the park, and other small businesses. In these local institutions, he interacted 
with strangers and some of these strangers over time became friends thus crystallizing a “sense 
of community” for a native son of Chicago.  
 In New York, millennials, like James, congregate in the gentrified neighborhood of 
Astoria, Queens to find “like-minded people” and create a home. Amongst the millennials 
interviewed, it became a cultural pattern that they too desire to live and play south of Astoria 
along the waterfront in Williamsburg, Brooklyn given its assorted conveniences. Similar to 
Astoria, Williamsburg – a historically German and Italian immigrant industrial community – 
shares a total population of 139,150 residents and has a salient population of millennials between 
the ages of 25 – 34 years old (25% of the neighborhood).  
 Jay, 29, is Indian-American and a native of Queens. After graduating college in 
Manhattan and having lived in Queens his whole life, Jay moved to Williamsburg to pursue 
freedom away from his family. He wanted to explore himself and “the party scene”. In listening 
to Jay’s housing experiences living in Williamsburg for three years, we can perceive how 
millennials go about finding an apartment and why they seek to live in this “high-brow” 
gentrified urban neighborhood.  
 “After having lived with my parents through college and having saved up money for rent 
and traveling, I decided that it was time to move out. I was working in freelance production and 
found a duplex with three friends and a dog. I lived there for a year. I really enjoyed it. My share 
of rent was $1150 a month. We had the freedom to do anything. The nightlife in Williamsburg is 
great and the social scene. I would go out frequently to clubs like Output and bars nearby like 
Kinfolk”, noted Jay. Having saved up money for rent, feeling that it “was time to move out” of 
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his parent’s home in Queens, and having friends who also wanted to move out at the same time 
all synchronized into a key decision in Jay’s life as he transitioned into adulthood.  
Jay gained a sense of freedom that he had not had before in his life, as there were plenty 
of clubs and bars near their duplex --- great places to socialize and meet other millennials like 
him. He added: “Moving to Williamsburg meant meeting girls. I had some great Tinder dates. 
There were plenty of places to meet and socialize. I really like the Moroccan food at Café 
Mogador. Across the street from us, we had this great bakery called Bakeri”. For Jay, moving out 
of his parent’s home and living with roommates meant the freedom and convenience to go on 
Tinder dates, get Moroccan food and fresh bread all within walking distance. Further, Jay had the 
convenience of walking, biking or taking the G train to nearby Greenpoint for work – thus 
creating a sense of community.   
Towards the end of the first year at this duplex, Jay knew he wanted to keep living in 
Williamsburg but with less roommates. “Our roommates wanted to renew the lease for another 
year and I honestly wanted more space with less people. One of my roommates, we clicked 
really well. We loved smoking weed together [laughs]. We had many common interests. He was 
like ‘you thinking of renewing?’ and I was like ‘Not really. Are you?’ And from there we made 
the decision to start looking for a place we could both afford in Williamsburg” recalled Jay. I 
followed up by asking what the experience of apartment hunting in the desirable neighborhood 
of Williamsburg was like. Jay quickly responded: “It sucked. I think, well, I think the New York 
real estate is ridiculous. It’s super overpriced for the space you pay and then yeah. It’s just not an 
enjoyable experience”. For Jay and his roommate, they purposely avoided using a real estate 
broker as the fees were not withing their budgets. In the New York real estate market, it is 
common for a broker to charge one month’s rent or 15% or more of the annual rent of an 
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apartment as a fee for services rendered to the applicant. This could amount easily for the 
applicant to thousands of dollars.  
In seeking to avoid this, Jay and his roommate searched on the apartment website 
StreetEasy and directly called the management companies. “We wanted to cut out the 
middleman. We looked up apartments that we liked on StreetEasy and each called the 
management companies. We simply asked to see the apartments. We each looked at seven 
different apartments and then found one we both liked”, explained Jay. With limited time and 
money, Jay and his roommate needed to act quickly as the process of looking at over a dozen 
apartments proved demanding. With perseverance, however, they cut out the middleman and 
found a two-bedroom in South Williamsburg for $2,500 a month in 2016. They split the rent in 
half. For the next two years, Jay and his roommate came to call this place home.  
“We were both in our routines of work and hanging out together with friends and 
partners. We smoked weed all the time. Those two years were just an ideal time”, asserted Jay. 
As he recounted how much he enjoyed living in Williamsburg, he began to talk about how 
individuals and communities change: “Towards the end of the second year, we both got into 
serious relationships with our girlfriends. They both wanted to move in together. I decided that it 
was best for me to move back in with my parents in Queens to save money and honestly I 
personally was over the party scene in Williamsburg. The neighborhood also became more 
family oriented as younger people in their twenties started to get priced out.”  
On the topic of being “priced out”, Jay began to discuss gentrification: “You know it’s a 
touchy subject gentrification. I think New York is constantly changing. New York is a very 
transitory city. You know, you have white flight, you have like the seventies, eighties, you had 
the crack epidemic and you had the revitalization of New York. It's ever changing. In my 
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experience, people who move to Williamsburg come from small towns in America, so they want 
the dream and coolness of having lived in the art scene of Williamsburg. It’s hip. The desire for 
the experience. When I told people I lived in Williamsburg they called me a ‘hipster’ [laughs]. 
And then they are shocked when I say I’ve been in New York for over twenty years”.  
For Jay, a Queens native, cities and neighborhoods are constantly undergoing change. He 
feels that gentrification is a “touchy subject” given the displacement of individuals and families 
with limited incomes that cannot afford the higher rents that are a product of a rent gap (Smith 
1996). Jay then conveyed the historical changes of New York in the past decades, as the city 
dealt with white flight to the suburbs, the crack epidemic and the ensuing revitalization of New 
York at the opening of the new millennium. The people he has met in Williamsburg are from 
small towns scattered across the nation, who seek the “coolness” and “experience” of living in a 
gentrified Brooklyn neighborhood.  
Jay’s observations are central to the findings of the cultural sociologists Sharon Zukin 
(2010) in Naked City: The Death and Life of Authentic Urban Places and Richard Ocejo (2017) 
in Masters of Craft: Old Jobs in the New Urban Economy. Zukin (2010) and Ocejo (2017) 
particularly study gentrification through the consumption of “coolness” and “cultural repertoires” 
of working-class jobs, such as bartenders or barbers, in gentrified neighborhoods of 
Williamsburg and the Lower East Side. Zukin (2010) notes that the gentrification of 
Williamsburg has led the neighborhood to be understood as an “experience” for New Yorkers 
and tourists alike seeking new tastes and adventures. Ocejo (2017) finds that middle-class young 
people become “masters of craft” in gentrified New York, as they pursue traditionally working-
class jobs of bartenders, butchers, barbers and brewers that are perceived as “cool” and, at times, 
“hipster”.  
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Jay noted how he has been called a “hipster” for living in Williamsburg. According to 
Ocejo (2017), “The term ‘hipster’ permeates media coverage and popular thinking on these 
occupations. Or, most importantly, the contemporary hipster’s chief trait does: irony. As the 
thinking goes, hipster treat everything as a big joke. For instance, while usually well-educated 
and middle-class, hipsters identify with symbols of working-class culture, like cheap beer and 
trucker hats, to both show off ‘coolness’ and play intragroup status games. The term is usually 
used pejoratively: the subcultural figure of the hipster acts insincerely, and is inauthentic”.2  
For Jay, he did not take offense when people referred to him as a hipster, rather, he 
thought it was comical. What is important to note, however, is how a neighborhood like 
Williamsburg underwent a profound change in its symbolical understanding from a once 
industrial working-class town of white-ethnics (German and Italian-Americans) to a space of 
cultural consumption for millennials and hipsters. And in Jay’s experience as a millennial living 
in Williamsburg for three years, he engaged in everything that the neighborhood could offer for 
those seeking play. In meeting people there, he realized that most of them were not native to 
New York since they were “shocked” that he had been living over twenty years in dream city 
thus substantiating his argument that New York is transitory for many. Jay, too, overtime 
realized that his time in Williamsburg had to come to an end as he was “over the party scene” 
and decided to move back in with his parents to save money so that he could eventually move in 
with his girlfriend.   
 The narratives of James and Jay offer case studies for understanding relatively “good” 
housing experiences of millennials in New York. These have not been “nightmare roommate 
scenarios”, as James expressed in his interview. This then raises a key question: What do “bad” 
 
2 Richard Ocejo. 2017. Masters of Craft: Old Jobs in the New Urban Economy. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University 
Press.  
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and “ugly” housing experiences look like in New York? To answer this question, we must now 
account for the challenges of living with roommates in dream city.  
 
When Roommate Poker Deals Players a Couple of Bad Hands:  
Rent, Landlords, Roommates, and Gentrifiers in Dream City  
 
 James found convenience and a “sense of community” in gentrified Astoria, Queens. At 
the same time, James conveyed during our interview having to navigate a set of bad hands that 
were dealt to him in the past four years living with roommates.  
 “Challenges of living in Astoria? Rent going up! Gentrification has led to more expensive 
things everywhere. When I moved in here four and a half years ago rent was $2,400 a month for 
the apartment. Now it’s $2,700. That’s a three-hundred-dollar difference. The landlord only 
wants the money. He raises rent but has no interest in providing renovations. This building is old. 
It dates back to the 1930s. He does not want to even provide a working dishwasher”, explained 
James. Moving to gentrified Astoria meant having to navigate the responsibility of rent 
increasing over time and a landlord that refused to provide necessary renovations to almost 
century old building. James and his roommates learned the hard way that to play, you have to 
increasingly pay more.  
 He continued: “I would feel comfortable paying rent if the building was brand new with 
good amenities, but that’s not the situation. I asked the landlord if I could have a dog recently, 
but was immediately denied because he feared the dog would destroy things. Anything that 
breaks down in the apartment, we have to go ahead and figure out how to fix or make do without 
his help.” James and his roommates were caught in an asymmetrical power relationship, where 
the landlord “only wants the money” and are thus denied apartment upkeep.  
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By the time of the interview, James had been living close to five years in the same 
apartment due to its proximity to the bar where he labored. While the apartment was walking 
distance to work, James admitted that he would come home from bartending “drained”. Here he 
elaborated on a challenge beyond higher rent and a unhelpful landlord: “I have to perform a lot at 
work. Don’t get me wrong, I enjoy what I do. But after hours of standing and engaging with so 
many customers, I get home drained and have no energy to engage with roommates. I want to 
move out and get my own one bedroom here in Astoria. It’s time to have my own space. I have 
been doing this roommate thing for ten years already. I’m willing to get a second job to pay a 
higher rent for myself”. Millennials, like James, move in with strangers or friends in New York 
out of mutual convenience: expensive rent is split and common spaces are shared to survive in 
the gentrified city. Over time, however, for some, the challenge of feeling obligated to engage 
with the people they live with arises especially after long days of work. James in particular feels 
that “it’s time to have my own space” since he has been living with roommates since college. 
Feeling exhausted both from work and from living with roommates, James is willing to pick up a 
second job and pay a higher rent by himself in order to have his own space.  
The desire to live in gentrified neighborhoods and have more space was equally evident 
in Jay’s life. While Jay conveyed how much he enjoyed living in Williamsburg, he too shared 
some challenges. “The first apartment I lived in for a year, the duplex, yes we had the freedom to 
do anything. But that also meant realizing that living with roommates can be very messy. People 
were over all the time, so no one was being considerate of common spaces. Things weren’t 
clean”, noted Jay. Living with roommates and having the freedom to do practically anything as 
young people created a context where little consideration fomented for maintain a clean 
apartment. Alongside the messiness of the apartment, Jay had to navigate the challenge of paying 
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his share of rent. “When I first moved out of my parents’ home, I had saved money for rent. But 
I was also pushing my budget because I only made about $30,000 that first year of living with 
roommates. My share of rent was $1,150. I was definitely pushing it.” In wanting to live in 
Williamsburg to explore the party scene and pursue freedom, Jay learned that he had to be 
careful to make rent especially given his limited income at the time. Instead of living in a 
cheaper apartment, Jay took the risk of paying an expensive rent in order to have the experience 
of living in Williamsburg even with the messiness.  
Living with roommates manifested a great deal of messiness and challenges for Rachel 
too, which she had not expected when moving to New York. Rachel, 30, is white and originally 
from South Carolina. She moved to New York at the age of twenty-five, to pursue her dream of 
living and working in dream city. When she first moved here, she noted that she had an “easy” 
move because her brother already lived in Bedford-Stuyvesant, Brooklyn. “I moved into my 
brother’s place in Brooklyn. I didn’t have a job before I got here. I started waiting tables in the 
West Village to have some income and paid $750 for my share of rent. I interned during the day 
and I was waiting tables until three in the morning, but made some good money. I was grateful 
my brother took me in. But I quickly realized that I need to move out because he was very male, 
very dirty” explained Rachel. When Rachel moved to dream city, she quickly found a job as a 
waitress and found it convenient to live with family rather than strangers. As much as she loved 
her brother, she realized after a few months that she could not live in a dirty masculine space and 
began to search for an apartment she could afford with roommates.  
“I really liked Brooklyn. I wanted to stay here and find a place that could get me to work 
in West Village easily. Because I interned during the day and worked late nights, I was under 
this time pressure to find a place quickly. Through some contacts I found an apartment in 
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Greenpoint. I lasted there six months”, asserted Rachel. This “time pressure” led her to quickly 
take an apartment in Greenpoint, which she had imagined staying in for at least one or two years. 
In the six months that Rachel lived in Greenpoint --- a gentrified neighborhood adjacent to 
Williamsburg with a history of being a Polish immigrant community --- she experienced a great 
deal of stress. She explained: “These people had already lived there for a while. I have lived in 
Medellín, Colombia, in London, in Buenos Aires. All these places it is not common to get 
interviewed by the people living there. That was new to me. I felt this competition over finding a 
decent space. It created this uncertainty. Eventually I got the apartment. But there were lots of 
rules. Everyone worked a 9 to 5. There was only one bathroom for five of us.” 
At first, there was no conflict over using the bathroom since Rachel worked evenings as a 
waitress. When she acquired a 9 to 5 full-time job, however, conflicts arose. “Using the 
bathroom in the morning became a conflict since everyone had the same schedule. I struggled 
with this. I experienced the stress of having a 9 to 5 and not knowing my roommates. I struggled 
to find community with these other young people. There wasn’t flexibility at all. There were 
rules about who could come over.” In wanting to leave her brother’s “dirty” and masculine 
apartment, Rachel began to experience stress living with other people who imposed rules on her 
even as she hoped to make friends and find community.  
Then the “straw that broke the camel’s back happened. I found out that I was paying 
significantly more in rent. Several hundred dollars more than a couple living in the apartment. I 
confronted them about it. They didn’t enjoy that. They told me that ‘that’s how NYC works’. 
When someone has been there longer, they pay less. And that’s not how I work. I feel that’s 
dishonest to pay more. You can’t do that. The landlord saying that would be different.” As a 
transplant to dream city, Rachel’s dream of living and making it in New York came crashing 
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against some sobering realities. She felt that it was wrong and dishonest that she paid more in 
rent than her roommates, who justified paying a lower rent than her because they had lived in the 
apartment longer. At first, the bad hands she was dealt in roommate poker were about using the 
bathroom, having people over and not knowing her roommates. But, ultimately, “the straw that 
broke the camel’s back” that forced her to move out of Greenpoint was the dishonesty she felt 
when she found out she paid more rent and her roommates defense was “that’s how NYC 
works.”  
The stress that burgeoned out of the exclusion that Rachel experienced as a millennial 
transplant in her early housing experiences in Greenpoint left a deep impression in her young 
life. As an outsider to New York, Rachel had hoped to develop intimate and meaningful 
friendships with other millennials who were collectively trying to “make it” in the gentrified city. 
The exclusion that Rachel felt as an outsider beckons a further interrogation about what 
exclusion may look or feel like as New York’s urban neighborhoods rapidly gentrify. If we turn 
to the millennial experiences of Charlie, we will come to perceive how even a native New 
Yorker – an insider – can be dealt a set of bad poker hands that entail being treated like an 
outsider in their very own neighborhood once it has been gentrified.  
Charlie, 26, shares a basement studio with roommates in a house in Flushing, Queens. A 
year ago, he moved to Flushing from his native neighborhood of Jackson Heights. For over 
twenty years, Charlie grew up in a two-bedroom apartment with his Mexican-American family.  
When he was twenty-three, Charlie decided to move down the block from his parent’s home with 
two friends from the neighborhood to have the freedom to do what he wanted. In doing so, 
Charlie learned, willy-nilly, that freedom is a peculiar word with consequences.  
 164 
“We called it the playhouse. Because that’s what it was. We made that two-bedroom 
apartment into a fun and artistic space. We would have friends over all the time. We smoked 
weed all the time. I am into graffiti. I spent my time drawing. My other friend who took the other 
room made music. This really was a great time in my life”, Charlie noted. For Charlie, he had the 
freedom to consume weed, throw parties and enjoy his youth with his friends which he could not 
do at his parents’ home. While working as a barista in Manhattan, Charlie used part of his wages 
to pay $350 a month to share a bedroom that had been divided in half. After a few months of 
relishing this newfound freedom, one of his friends who rented the other bedroom in the 
apartment had to go out of state to handle some family business.  
This roommate was the leaseholder. “One day he told us he had to leave for a bit. A few 
days later some new guy came into the apartment and took over the room. This guy was a 
stranger. I didn’t really know him. I was just trying to be careful. The guy started inviting a lot of 
gang members to chill at the house. At first, I was thrown off by this. But eventually, I warmed 
up to him and became cool” explained Charlie. Because Charlie was not the leaseholder of the 
apartment, the freedom and fun he was relishing in at the playhouse was briefly disrupted when 
his roommate left and a stranger moved in without any of his input. With time, however, Charlie 
adjusted to this new roommate even though he was initially “thrown off” when some gang 
members started showing up at his home. Much to Charlie’s dismay, fun time at the playhouse 
came to an end when the leaseholder who stepped out of town to deal with family business 
decided not to come back.  
“I ended up squatting for two weeks after the lease ended. On the last day, the super 
threatened to call the Marshalls [laughs]. Funny enough, that same day I found a new place in 
nearby Corona because of a friend of mine who worked in real estate” related Charlie. Squatting 
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is defined as “the act of unlawfully occupying a piece of land”3. The sociologist Claire Herbert 
(2018) investigates squatting in the context of “urban decline” in Detroit and finds that rather 
than contributing to fears of “social disorder”, the act of squatting revealed that community 
residents welcomed squatters as they kept homes from laying abandoned.4 For Charlie and his 
roommates, they decided to squat because they had the freedom to do so as young people and 
waited until the superintendent of the building showed up with a threat of calling the authorities. 
In the nick of time, on the same day he received this threat, Charlie and his roommates found a 
new house to share next to the local NYPD precinct. They turned this house into a party house 
too, which “the cops never busted even though we lived right next to them”.  
After moving out of his parents’ apartment in Jackson Heights, Charlie has lived in four 
different places --- all in Queens. Now at the age of 26, Charlie wishes he could live in his 
original neighborhood. In his search for freedom, Charlie is now dealing with the consequence of 
being priced out of his original home community. “My biggest uncertainty right now is deadass 
being able to afford to move back to Jackson Heights now that it is being gentrified. I can’t 
imagine having my own apartment there. It’s gotten way too expensive”, explained Charlie. I 
asked Charlie if he could elaborate on the gentrification he saw in the neighborhood he grew up 
in and he responded: “Look I think of gentrifiers as culture vultures. They come and want the 
culture of New York City, but then call the cops the moment they don’t like something. It really 
is a damn disappointment and a shame to see gentrification in Jackson Heights. When I walk 
around the neighborhood now, let’s say I’m walking behind white people, they think I’m going 
to attack them”. For Charlie, gentrification of his neighborhood has meant the daily 
 
3 Google definition of “squatting”.  
4 Claire Herbert. 2018. “Like a good neighbor, squatters are there: Property and Neighborhood Stability in the 
Context of Urban Decline”. City and Community 17:236-58.  
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criminalization of his brown body by new affluent white residents. Under gentrification, a 
peculiar cultural turn unfolds where the neighborhood “insider” becomes the “outsider” that is 
perceived as “suspect” and potentially “criminal” thus rendering their “freedom” tenuous. 
Further, Charlie sees gentrifiers as “culture vultures” who want to consume the culture of New 
York and yet are quick to call the cops if they do not like something they see or hear.  
“I don’t want to sound like a conspiracy theorist but I think it’s fishy that a string of fires 
started along 37th Avenue. Then a few months later you see new condos being built. An organic 
supermarket showed up one day too. And the porn movie theater on 92nd got torn down”, added 
Charlie. To him, it’s “fishy” or, rather, conspicuous that fires started along a major residential-
commercial avenue in Jackson Heights and then new condominiums were constructed briefly 
after. Moreover, an organic supermarket opened up in a working-class neighborhood of Latin 
Americans and Asian-Americans who commonly buy their produce from street vendors for more 
affordable prices. In light of these changes, Charlie wonders if he will ever be able to afford to 
live in his hometown and he is “worried about my family being able to afford their apartment if 
the landlord decides to raise the rent”.   
Almost a century ago, the American urban sociologist Louis Wirth (1938) noted in his 
classic text, “Urbanism as a Way of Life”, that the city and its urban neighborhoods are 
constantly in flux. Wirth further observed that the city brings people from all ends of the earth 
into a great “cosmos”. Diverse people and cultures intermingle and what burgeons is a toleration 
of difference. Inspired by the German theorist Georg Simmel, Wirth too notes that the city is a 
double-edged sword: individuals are granted freedom and, at the same time, they may experience 
alienation. Alienation is the feeling of being separate. In order to account for a nuanced 
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understanding of millennials and their housing experiences, it is due time to move beyond the 
good and bad of living with roommates to the ugly of stress and alienation in dream city.  
 
Roommate Poker Turns Ugly:  
The Dream of Living in New York Crashes  
 
 Bill, 28, moved to New York six years ago immediately after graduating college in 
Michigan to have the freedom to “make a career” rather than to “have that New York City life”. 
In his first two years of living in dream city, he lived in Park Slope, Brooklyn. Those first two 
years were challenging. In our interview, Bill noted that “looking back at it, the dizziness that I 
felt those first two years was the stress and anxiety of New York City”.  
 Wanting to launch his career in audio engineering, Bill spoke to his family about his 
decision to move to New York. In doing so, his family got in contact with an aunt that lived in 
Park Slope. Bill went to live with his aunt for a period of one year believing at the time that this 
housing arrangement would be more comfortable rather than living with strangers as many 
millennials. “I had never lived with strangers. At the time, moving to my aunt’s place felt like the 
right thing to do. Once I was there, that whole year turned out to be very uncomfortable because 
it was her place and not mine. The moment I got to New York, I was freelancing which is tough. 
But it was the adjustment to the city that was a lot. The crowds of the MTA. I felt like I was in a 
sardine can”, explained Bill. Within the first few weeks of arriving in New York to live with his 
aunt, Bill fainted on the subway. It was from that day that he began to experience a daily 
dizziness. The stress and anxiety of living with his aunt, the noise, and crowds of the big city all 
felt overwhelming for Bill which made him feel like he was in a “sardine can” on the train.  
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 After one year at his aunt’s place, Bill took the advice from his aunt to live across the 
street with a neighbor she knew. This decision amplified the dizziness Bill was experiencing. “I 
ended up sharing an apartment with a hoarder for a year. There were rats and roaches”, he noted. 
In wanting to adamantly make a career in dream city, Bill trudged ahead despite the dizziness, 
the discomfort of living with his aunt and a hoarder across the street, and the intensity of city life. 
Then one day towards the end of his second year in dream city, Bill ran into a college friend on 
the street by happenstance. 
 “We went to grab a beer to catch up. At that point, I was thinking of leaving New York 
for good and going back home to Michigan. It turned out though that this friend of mine from 
college was living in Spanish Harlem and needed a roommate. I ended up moving in and this was 
great because I was paying $650 a month to share an apartment with someone I knew. And his 
sister lived in the third floor with her partner so we all hung out, played music and just talked”, 
affirmed Bill. Moreover, after moving in with this college friend, Bill’s dizziness “petered 
away”. During those first two years living with his aunt and then a roommate who was a hoarder, 
Bill was not aware that his “dizziness” was in fact stress and anxiety that he was experiencing. It 
was only after a few years later that he developed the consciousness to understand what he had 
been experiencing.  
In Bill’s millennial experience of moving to dream city to make a career, he underwent 
stress and anxiety as that dream came crashing. The stress and anxiety caused him to faint on the 
train when he first arrived in New York. This stress and anxiety that Bill experienced is 
important to account for. In his narrative, however, it became evident that as a millennial living 
in dream city he experienced alienation as well. Bill’s “dizziness” can be interpreted as feeling 
alienated --- feeling separate --- from his roommates, the crowds of New Yorkers who he had no 
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connection with, and from the city itself as a newcomer. This feeling of separateness – the 
alienation – that he experienced affirms Simmel’s (1903) postulation that the metropolis --- 
symbol of the modern world --- is a double-edged sword. The metropolis offers both autonomy 
and alienation. In moving to New York, Bill experienced both sides of modernity. The Jewish-
German intellectual, Erich Fromm (1941) contends in Escape from Freedom that the modern 
world provides freedom. This freedom, however, manifests anxieties and fear rooted in the 
loneliness an individual feels in the modern world. Bill’s millennial experience of living in 
dream city turned ugly, as he experienced both alienation and loneliness from his housing 
situation with roommates as well as the city. The moment he ran into a college friend – a face 
and smile he fondly remembered – on a city street, Bill changed course and decided to stay in 
dream city. The dizziness never came back.  
In moving to Spanish Harlem, located directly above Manhattan’s Upper East Side 
neighborhood, Bill now had friends to turn to and he was paying a very affordable rent to live in 
Manhattan. But this affordable rent and new housing arrangement came with some “very weird 
and awkward” interactions. He notes: “This new place that I moved to with my college friend is 
a funeral home. There is no side door entrance. We have to enter through the front door. It’s very 
weird and awkward when I have to do laundry or pick up pizza. I get weird looks from mourning 
families.” On the one hand, Bill’s dizziness went away by moving in with a college friend and 
their sister who provided “that support that made it easier to live and work in New York.” On the 
other hand, the cheap rent at a funeral home in Spanish Harlem came with an odd housing 
situation of having to pass through mourning families next to caskets – day and night.  
Living in Spanish Harlem poses some other challenges for Bill. He continued: “Although 
it’s been three years that I’ve been at this apartment and in the past year I took over the third 
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floor apartment, there’s no lease so that’s scary. The landlord out of nowhere might say we have 
to leave. Aside from that, I feel like a minority in the neighborhood. I feel like the people don’t 
want me here. I don’t want to say unwelcomed.” Bill fears that the landlord might haphazardly 
tell him and his friend to vacate the premises, but a more pressing challenge he faces in his 
everyday life in Spanish Harlem is being treated as minority. As a white man in a majority 
Hispanic community, Bill feels alienated from the community of Spanish speakers given his 
“outsider” status and lack of cultural capital to engage with his neighbors.  
His existence as a white man in a community of Hispanic-Americans is deemed 
“suspect”, which is similar – not identical – to what Charlie experiences in relation to white folk 
in gentrifying Jackson Heights, Queens. In the ethnography, In Search of Respect: Selling Crack 
in El Barrio, Philippe Bourgois (1995) describes the experience of being a white male scholar in 
Spanish Harlem studying poverty and violence. In his investigation, he notes how Puerto Rican 
residents and white NYPD police officers both deemed his existence in the neighborhood as 
suspect. With time, however, Bourgois built rapport with residents as he engaged in conversation 
both in English and Spanish to critique the racial apartheid system of the US and provide a lens 
for understanding an “inner-city street culture” of resistance to mainstream society. This 
alienation that Bill feels as a white man in a community of Hispanics can be understood as 
culture shock, given his upbringing in rural Michigan. Culture shock is defined as “feeling 
disoriented, uncertain, out of place, or even fearful when encountering unfamiliar cultural 
practices”.5  
 
5 Giddens et al. 2016. Introduction to Sociology. New York, NY: W.W. Norton  
 171 
The experience of culture shock and a feeling of separateness – alienation – was 
additionally articulated by Taylor in her search for a home in Brooklyn. In Taylor’s millennial 
housing experience, we will find that dream city reveals more ugly realities of everyday life.  
Taylor, 29, moved from Seattle to Brooklyn to pursue a fashion internship. Trained as a 
nurse, she took the leap and “decided to wing it and try out New York City with just $1000 to 
my name”. Initially, she stayed with someone she met on the dating application Tinder. After a 
month, Taylor wanted her own space and found a room through Craigslist for $975 a month in a 
four-bedroom in Crown Heights. Living with three other people, one of whom was the landlord, 
she hoped to settle in a new home. Taylor chose Crown Heights as it was near trains, close to 
Manhattan, and thought it was a beautiful neighborhood. Then, slowly, challenges emerged that 
Taylor had not experienced in Seattle.  
“I lived with the landlord, who was a young guy. Everyone was cool. Except him. He was 
super OCD [obsessive compulsive disorder] about his rules in the apartment…then I also started 
getting aggressively catcalled by guys in the neighborhood. I’m walking at night and it happens 
more than once where I hear ‘you stupid white bitch suck my dick’ ”, detailed Taylor. Having 
moved to Brooklyn, Taylor found an “intense culture shock” as she was not used to having a 
demanding landlord when it came to using common spaces and having people over, but 
moreover it was the aggressive and normalized catcalling that made her worry for her safety as 
she walked home at night.  
She continued: “But was really intense that made me move out of the neighborhood was 
when a guy got shot in the head in front of my building and I saw the body. I was pretty 
traumatized by that”. In Taylor’s pursuit for a new home and life in dream city, she bore witness 
to the ugly side of New York: violent displays of hypermasculinity in being the target of 
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catcalling and finding a dead man who had been shot in the head on her doorstep. These events 
led to her experiencing “intense culture shock”, which left her traumatized.  
At the same time, Taylor experienced alienation given these acts of violence as she was 
forced to feel separate and unsafe as a woman by aggressive catcalling. Alongside this, seeing a 
dead body for the first time made her feel a sense of separateness from a previous life where she 
had not been witness to a horrible display of violence. Soon after, in talking with a therapist and 
through an unexpected conversation with a guy at a bar she was able to find a rent-control 
apartment in gentrified Williamsburg (a silver lining given that only 1% of all apartments in New 
York are rent-controlled; roughly 22,000 units).6  
Bill and Taylor, outsiders from the Midwest and Northwest, both experienced their own 
share of ugliness when the decided to search for new chapters in their lives in dream city, the 
former longing to launch his career and the latter looking to start a new life. Further, both 
newcomers were presented with the challenges of stress and alienation in dream city --- 
experiences they could not have foreseen unfolding. If we turn to Mary’s housing experiences as 
a millennial from Harlem, we will come to understand how roommate poker dealt her some ugly 
and cruel challenges of stress and alienation that she never imagined navigating in her life.  
Mary, 25, is the daughter of parents from Nigeria and Korea. She lived in Harlem until 
the fourth grade. Afterwards, she spent her teenage years growing up in the South Bronx. After 
high school, Mary decided to leave the city’s hustle and bustle as well as her father’s strict house 
rules for the quiet environment of a state school within the State University of New York 
(SUNY).  In her search for freedom as a young native New Yorker, she spent three years after 
college living in Queens and commuting via the Long Island Rail Road (LIRR) to Midtown 
 
6 Emily Nonko. 2020. “New York apartment guide: rent control vs. rent stabilization”. Curbed January 3 
https://ny.curbed.com/2017/8/28/16214506/nyc-apartments-housing-rent-control  
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Manhattan for work in advertising. Eventually, the back-and-forth commuting became too 
physically and mentally exhausting that Mary decided to move back to her original community 
of Harlem.  
In the fifteen years that Mary was away, Harlem had changed. As early as 2010, the New 
York Times reported on the demographic changes of Harlem in “No Longer Majority Black, 
Harlem Is in Transition”.7 By 2016, in the Sunday Review of The Times, an opinion piece was 
published by the African-American author Michael Henry Adams titled “The End of Black 
Harlem”,8 which explored the powerful intersection of race and class as Harlem was gentrified 
given city government’s pro-private development stance and real estate market interests in 
profiteering off of communities of color. In 2018, when Mary began her search for a home in her 
childhood community, Harlem’s transition from a mecca of black life to an expensive gentrified 
space catering to new white and affluent newcomers was in full motion.  
In Mary’s search for a home in Harlem, she learned in an ugly and cruel way that “It’s a 
job keeping a roof over your head”. The challenges and stress manifested the moment she 
applied to a four-bedroom apartment. She explains: “Through mutual contacts I found a four-
bedroom in Harlem. I applied and paid the $125 fee. I was immediately denied. Then a few days 
later, management said another four-bedroom in the same building had opened up. But, it was up 
to me to find roommates. I wasn’t expecting that. I was told to find them as soon as possible 
otherwise the apartment would be gone. In three weeks, I interviewed 55 applicants at coffee 
shops to get to know them”. In her endeavor to leave Queens for her childhood home, Mary was 
at first denied for the Harlem apartment and then, in a turn of events, tasked by the management 
 
7 Sam Roberts. 2010. “No Longer Majority Black, Harlem Is in Transition”. The New York Times January 5 
https://www.nytimes.com/2010/01/06/nyregion/06harlem.html 
8 Michael Henry Adams. 2016. “The End of Black Harlem”. The New York Times May 27 
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/05/29/opinion/sunday/the-end-of-black-harlem.html  
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company to take on the stressful responsibility of finding roommates. Already exhausted from 
work and commuting, Mary took on the “job” of finding roommates who “were working, could 
afford rent, had a credit score over 650, clean and respectful”. In a short amount of time --- three 
weeks exactly -- she spoke to fifty-five different strangers and personalities.  
“I found the roommates. I literally did all the work for them. Then when it was time to 
sign the lease, I found out that management had forced a broker’s fee into the lease. I thought 
that was ridiculous since there was no broker. It was a ton of money. In the thousands that we 
had to pay. But it got done. And the four us moved in”, she added. Mary had imagined that since 
she was doing the work of finding tenants for the management company, they would not charge 
any of them a broker’s fee. This assumption proved terribly wrong in a housing market 
infamously known for expensive broker fees, especially in a desirable gentrified neighborhood 
like Harlem. And yet, Mary did not want to turn back now that she had found the roommates. 
She was adamant about living once again in her childhood home, even if it meant managing the 
responsibility and stress that everyone pay their monthly share of $1,000 on time for a collective 
rent of $4,000.  
At first, everyone got along well. The roommates cooked dinner and watched television 
shows together to create a sense of familiarity with one another. After a few months, conflict 
arose. “One of the roommates became very difficult. She brought over friends who worked in 
finance. They were really disrespectful. They had this way of showing off and sizing you up. 
They would go through people’s things. And to top it off, she tried to avoid paying the last three 
months of rent. She had to go”, related Mary. Displays of disrespect began to foment as one of 
the roommates proved difficult and, moreover, tried to bail on their share of the rent for three 
months – an ugly scenario that would have left the other roommates in charge of making up that 
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missing rent. Mary and the other roommates decided she needed to leave. They soon found a 
new roommate to take over the newly vacant room. “From then on everyone started doing their 
own thing. The apartment didn’t feel like a home and neither did the neighborhood.”  
Mary, a Harlem native, became alienated from her neighborhood. She explained: “It’s not 
home anymore. There are major chain stores in Harlem, but they’re not for old school residents. I 
can’t afford Whole Foods. I have to walk down ten blocks to buy affordable groceries”. The 
gentrification of Harlem has meant the advent of expensive chain stores, such as Whole Foods, 
which has left Mary and “old school residents” feeling alienated as they cannot afford the 
expensive food prices. In 2019, the per capita income of black Harlem residents was $30,561 
while white residents saw more than double in per capita income gains: $66,610.9 The 
persistence of racial and class inequality in American social life manifests in gentrified 
neighborhoods like Harlem, where black residents feel alienated and structurally excluded as 
small businesses are replaced by chain stores that are unaffordable given a historical white-black 
income gap.  
The stress of searching for a home in Harlem evolved into the experience of alienation, as 
Mary became alienated from her roommates as everyone avoided each other in the shared four-
bedroom apartment and the neighborhood as it underwent gentrification. Mary added that this 
sense of separateness between roommates was not just happening in her life. A few weeks before 
our interview, Mary heard from neighbors in her building that a young woman was found dead in 
her room. The separateness between those roommates germinated an ugly scenario where no one 
checked on each other until one day they collectively smelled “the stench of a dead body”. At 
that moment, they realized that in their alienation from each other one of the roommates had 
 
9 Social Explorer. 2019. Harlem Income profile. ACS 5-year estimates. 
https://www.socialexplorer.com/tables/ACS2019_5yr/R12854864  
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committed suicide. In roommate poker, sometimes you win, sometimes you lose, and sometimes 
the alienation of being in dream city becomes too much to bear.  
 
Going Solo in Dream City: When Searching for Freedom Brings Fear, Loneliness and 
Anxiety  
 
 We have seen how millennials navigate the good, bad, and ugly of roommate poker in 
dream city given the Simmelian dictum of “time is money”. Some millennials had enjoyable 
experiences with roommates and others had challenging scenarios, which led to stress and 
alienation. What we have not analyzed, however, is the housing experience of living alone in 
dream city.  To understand the good, bad, and ugly millennial experiences of going solo, we 
must turn to the narratives of Greg, Wendy, and Ruby.  
 Greg, 28, has lived his whole life in Astoria. After high school, Greg studied sociology at 
a CUNY in Manhattan. Once he graduated, he followed his passion for cars. Greg has been 
running for several years now a small business detailing cars in his very own neighborhood. In 
Greg’s life as a millennial living alone in gentrified Astoria, there are plenty of enjoyable and 
challenging aspects.  
 “I live alone in a renovated one bedroom for $1200. I live comfortably because my 
parents are the landlords. They could easily charge $2000 a month but, you know, it’s family. 
Living alone means I don’t have to deal with drama”, notes Greg. He continues: “I can afford the 
rent since I have my own small business with the cars. I get to keep everything clean and 
organized. Tons of close friends live in the neighborhood, who also own other small businesses”. 
Greg has --- as James stated earlier --- a “sense of community” due to being intimately tied to the 
social life of Astoria through family, close friends, and his small business. Greg has the privilege 
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of paying an affordable rent of $1200 for a one-bedroom since his parents are the landlords, 
which is a rarity given the starting price for one-bedroom apartments in gentrified Astoria is over 
$1,500 a month. He admits that they could charge two thousand dollars a month to another 
tenant, but they would rather have their son live there. Moreover, in going solo, Greg is free from 
roommate drama.  
The sense of community Greg experiences is further crystallized because “Astoria is 
Greek community and I’m Greek-American. The Greek schools and churches are here”. When 
he is not working at the car shop, Greg uses his free time to go out with friends to popular bars 
that opened a few years ago in the neighborhood like The Sweet Afton and The Bonnie – both of 
which share the same owner. At these bars, he is able to meet other millennials; some of whom 
are also Queens natives and others who are recent transplants.   
“There’s the good and the bad in Astoria. 2008 was key because of the financial crisis. 
Tons of city [Manhattan] people moved to Astoria. It was more affordable and close to the city. 
City people in Astoria and Long Island City means they bring their lifestyles. Restaurants that 
existed out in the city followed their former customers and opened up here. City people moving 
into LIC is good business for me because they have nice cars. I can easily make $2000 in 3 days 
for working on one client’s car. It’s also good for landlords like my parents. Landlords can 
charge $2400 for a two bedroom instead of $1400”, explained Greg.  
A watershed moment that Greg identifies as having caused changes in the community of 
Astoria is the 2008 financial crisis. This crisis, stemming out of banks engaging in predatory 
subprime lending to borrowers seeking the American Dream of home ownership,10 led to the 
exodus of Manhattan residents to more affordable housing in Queens. Their lifestyles of going 
 
10 See Manny Fernandez. 2008. “Door to Door, Foreclosure Knocks Here”. The New York Times October 18 
https://www.nytimes.com/2008/10/19/nyregion/19block.html?pagewanted=all  
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out to restaurants and bars followed too as new businesses opened throughout Astoria which 
made the neighborhood desirable to millennials. The new gentrifiers meant good business for 
Greg and for landlords, like his parents, who could make money off this affluent population.   
“Then there’s the bad. The parking has become a challenge as more people are moving 
here. The old feel of the neighborhood is gone. Tons of small businesses closed on Steinway. 
The landlords don’t want to rent to small business owners. They want big money. These 
franchises like Chipotle coming in. Only coffee shops, restaurants and bars can survive here. Or 
big box stores like TJ Maxx on Ditmars which brings more traffic”, noted Greg. In Astoria 
gentrifying, Greg has seen a life he once knew of small businesses lining the major commercial 
corridor of Steinway Street disappear. In their ruin, landlords seek “big money” off renting to 
franchises like Chipotle or TJ Maxx.  
 These changes have begun to impact Greg as he thinks about the future. He adds: “For 
me, higher rents might cause the landlord of my small business to sell the land. I have this fear 
that I will get priced out as Astoria becomes upscale. My livelihood can get destroyed”. In 
Greg’s life, he does not experience stress or alienation. Rather, the ugly he is dealing with as a 
millennial who lives alone is fearing that the further gentrification of Astoria might potentially 
lead to his business closing and, moreover, his livelihood eviscerated. “If that were to happen, 
my plan is to move to Miami or Los Angeles since there is a huge car scene there”, he asserts. 
Fearing for the worst, Greg has created a backup plan that involves moving out completely from 
dream city.   
 Wendy, unlike Greg, plans on staying in dream city. As a 29-year-old native from 
Queens, Wendy was offered full-time work at her medical job a year earlier for the first time in 
her life. With this change at work, Wendy now had “the economic means” to live alone even as 
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she considered the possibility of living with roommates. In her search for a home, Wendy found 
a studio in Astoria.   
 “I had considered moving into Manhattan from my parents’ place in Queens. But then 
when I really thought about it, there were two thoughts holding me back. First, the city is too 
hectic. I didn’t want that. Second, I had heard from friends of the challenges of living with 
roommates. It’s just so many different personalities”, explained Wendy. In wanting to avoid the 
hecticness of Manhattan and dealing with the varied personalities of potential roommates, she 
made the agentic decision to make it in dream city by going solo.  
 Wendy began to search for a studio that was within her budget using the Trulia 
application on her smartphone. With the help of a real estate agent, she found a basement studio 
apartment in Astoria. She notes: “I was in the middle of signing the lease to this basement studio 
and I wasn’t entirely happy because basements are dark. I really wanted some light, especially if 
you’re living alone that’s important. Then my phone rang and I got a call from my real estate 
agent about the studio that I really wanted.” This studio was originally marketed to her for $1400 
by Greek landlords. Luck was on her side: the landlords wanted a woman rather than a man to 
rent to and they “knocked down the rent” to $1200. Even though she “felt uneasy about having to 
pay a one-month real estate agent fee”, she took the apartment and began a new chapter of her 
life in gentrified Astoria.  
 “I feel very lucky in comparison to other studios, since everything is expensive. The 
studio has high ceilings and natural light. There’s no roommates, so there’s no problems. There’s 
the freedom of living alone. I can be messy. I don’t have a kitchen, but there’s great restaurants 
that I like to order from such as Taverna Kyklades. It’s a Greek place with great seafood”, 
related Wendy. Much like Greg, Jay and Charlie, Wendy sought freedom in her young life. This 
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freedom came with having to pay the same rent that Greg paid, although for a smaller apartment 
and without a kitchen. However, unlike Jay and Charlie, Wendy’s freedom involves being free of 
roommate problems and thus living alone.  
 In the past year of living on her own for the first time in Astoria, Wendy has found a 
“sense of community” through a yoga studio that she regularly attends. “We do retreats from 
time to time. A bunch of us go and can get away from the intensity of the city.” For Wendy, yoga 
retreats offer an “escape” from the intense work culture of New York. While the yoga studio 
offered community, Wendy disclosed an ugly reality about modern life in dream city: “I’ve 
noticed here in Astoria in my conversations with other young women that there is this pressure to 
meet someone and settle down. The problem is that they are not meeting any men. There is this 
loneliness some people have. It makes me think about the uncertainty of meeting a guy and 
having kids. Will that happen?” For Wendy, she feels there is a “pressure” on millennial women 
like herself to meet a man. The irony is that in a densely populated city of men, some women are 
“not meeting any men”. For some in dream city, the search for the freedom of going solo can 
manifest an unshakable feeling of loneliness. For others, it’s the unshakable feeling of stress 
mixed with anxiety.  
 In Ruby’s experience of going solo, she was forced to navigate a field of anxieties. Ruby, 
28, is a Bronx girl that knows “the streets of Pelham Bay intimately”. When I met Ruby at a 
French café in Midtown Manhattan for our interview, she had just moved back a few months 
earlier to her childhood neighborhood after living with family in Westchester. Ruby identifies as 
a “hustler”, who had to hustle hard to get what she wanted: a studio in Pelham Bay for $1350 a 
month.  
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 “I was living with family in Westchester and commuting everyday with the Metro North 
train to work in Manhattan. I was spending close to $400 alone every month on the Metro North. 
It was too much. I needed to find a place closer to the city”, explained Ruby. The commute from 
Westchester was draining Ruby financially and physically. She decided it was time to hunt for an 
apartment and began to look in her childhood home of the Bronx.  
Things did not go as she planned. “I was being denied everywhere in the Bronx. Even in 
the bad neighborhoods. I felt this anxiety. How was I being denied? I realized the issue was that I 
wasn’t making enough at my job to get approved for apartments”, asserted Ruby. In being denied 
to various apartments she had applied for --- even in the “bad neighborhoods” --- Ruby began to 
feel anxiety, as she desperately wanted her own place in dream city. “I had to talk to the manager 
at my job and ask for a raise. I was excelling at my job in sales. Work itself was not stressful. But 
fighting for raises was stressful. We met at this very same café we’re in and when I asked to be 
bumped to six figures, he laughed at me!”  
Ruby did not take that lightly. “I’m a hustler. I go for what I want. After he laughed at 
me, I went directly to the CEO and he approved my request. I played my cards right at work, I 
looked up what other companies were paying for my position and hinted that I would leave if 
they didn’t give me the raise. The manager then apologized. And in my head, I was like ‘damn 
right apologize. I am a bad ass bitch!” Once Ruby’s six-figure raise was approved and with an 
excellent credit score, she searched for a studio through StreetEasy and found the one she wanted 
in Pelham Bay. “I got approved right away around Christmas. And come January I moved in. On 
moving day, I was full of anxiety. I was thinking ‘did I make the right decision?’ and then I 
realized I did. I wanted to have a place to myself”, she asserted. Ruby navigated the anxiety of 
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asking for a raise in order to be able to qualify as an excellent applicant for her dream of going 
solo.  
In Ruby being a “hustler”, she attained what she pursued: a six-figure salary in sales and 
a new apartment. This new studio came without roommates, even though on moving day she was 
anxious because her anxiety made her question if she had made the right decision in moving 
alone. She adds: “Almost everyone I know lives with their parents because they can’t afford it, or 
they are choosing to live with parents to save. But I didn’t want roommates because I’m 28. I 
want to come home at five in the morning and not worry about making noise or taking 
someone’s tupperware or asking someone if it’s OK to bring someone over. To walk around in a 
towel or without a towel. Comfort, comfort.” In Ruby’s search for freedom as a millennial, she 
decided against living with family and roommates. In turn, she found a studio that rents for 
$1350 a month in her childhood community of Pelham Bay.   
“There’s a sense of community here for me because I have this intimate connection to the 
streets. I use the same laundromat and go to the same grocery and pizzeria. It’s this nice mix of 
suburban and urban. The neighborhood used to be very Italian, now it’s multi-ethnic”, notes 
Ruby. In the last few months, she has invested “time and energy” into furnishing her apartment 
with furniture and comfort. There are, however, some challenges in her newly renovated studio. 
“It’s an old building, so there’s roaches and loud neighbors.” Ruby’s major challenge in going 






All in the Family: Millennials Navigate Living with Parents  
 In dream city, millennials’ search for freedom leads them to choose housing cultural 
patterns of roommate poker or going solo. A housing cultural pattern that has not been analyzed 
amongst millennials in dream city is living with parents. I frame this housing cultural pattern as 
“all in the family”, which accounts for both choosing to stay at home with parents and 
boomeranging. Houle and Warner (2017) have identified the phenomenon of young people 
moving back in with their parents as “boomeranging”.11 To understand why millennials move 
back in or choose to stay at home with parents in dream city, we must study the good, bad, and 
ugly of the all in the family housing cultural pattern as it too centers questions of freedom, rent, 
and community.  
 Susan is 26 and Latina. Susan boomeranged back to her suburban hometown of College 
Point, Queens. For a year, she went to live in gentrified Astoria with her partner. In her time 
there, she came to perceive how Astoria “wasn’t home”. Susan noted: “Last year, I moved out to 
Astoria to live with my ex-boyfriend. It was my first time living with someone besides my 
family. His dad was the super. So at first we lived for free, no rent, for four to five months. Then 
we started paying $1200. I gave $500 for my share of rent. I thought I was going to love it, but it 
wasn’t home. Good Greek food. But the bar scene gets old quickly. I started to miss College 
Point, it’s my home.” Susan, contrary to other millennials who desired to live in gentrified 
neighborhoods, found that the freedom to leave her parents’ home to be with her ex-boyfriend 
became problematized as she felt alienated from Astoria.  
 
11 Jason Houle and Cody Warner. 2017. “Into the Red and Back to the Nest? Student Debt, College Completion, and 
Returning to the Parental Home among Young Adults.” Sociology of Education 90(1): 89-108. 
http://www.asanet.org/sites/default/files/attach/journals/jan17soefeature.pdf 
 184 
Rather than being appealed by the crowds of millennials and nightlife, she opined that the 
“bar scene gets old quickly”. She found the apartment too small and missed “home”. Most of the 
time in fact, she would take her car from Astoria back to College Point to do her shopping for 
groceries at the mall center on 20th Avenue. After an unfortunate breakup, Susan could have 
looked for a place in Astoria with roommates but thought the “rent was too high and I am a type 
A person. I can’t live with other people. Everything has to be clean”. She dealt with the 
challenge of being alone for the first time in years and decided it was best to boomerang.  
In having boomeranged, Susan feels secure back in her parent’s suburban home. In living 
with them, she notes that her parents give her the freedom to do what she wants since they 
acknowledge that she’s focused on finishing her Master’s degree in Speech Pathology and works 
as a bartender in the neighborhood. She adds: “They are not forcing me out. They want me to 
save. And they’re happy to have me back.” In light of this, her parents do not charge her rent and 
she is able to save up money to pay for tuition as well as other expenses. Having lived in the 
same house since she was four years old when her parents bought the house in the 1990s, Susan 
has an intimate connection to the neighborhood. “People say they don’t know where College 
Point is and ask ‘what’s here?’ There’s McNeil Park and the butcher shop on College Point Blvd. 
The two brothers, John and Mike, they’re super nice. They’ve been in the neighborhood forever. 
All the kids go there because they sell candy in there too. It’s like a time machine in there. You 
see the regulars from the neighborhood there and down the block at the bar”, she fondly notes.  
In the last two decades, Susan’s hometown of College Point was witnessed an exodus of 
Italian-American families leaving for Long Island and, conversely, the advent of more Asian-
American and Hispanic-American families. Because of this, “there’s so many new neighbors. 
You see so many single-family homes torn down to build these massive multi-family homes. 
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With new neighbors and so many people moving into the neighborhood, there’s a constant 
struggle over parking. It’s annoying having to dispute with people over this”. In having lived in 
the neighborhood for over twenty years, Susan has noticed white flight to Long Island. Due to 
this, the neighborhood has transformed from what was historically a German immigrant ethnic 
enclave to a white ethnic community throughout the twentieth century to a multi-ethnic 
waterfront suburb in the new millennium. As the neighborhood witnessed a population boom, the 
construction of multi-family homes has engendered a challenge over limited parking spaces. And 
yet despite this quotidian nuisance, Susan finds that her freedom as a millennial has expanded in 
having boomeranged back home.   
Katie, much like Susan, finds many comforts in the housing cultural pattern of all in the 
family. As a native of Bayside, Queens, Katie has lived for over twenty years in the same two-
bedroom apartment with her mother. Katie is 25 and has never boomeranged. In her housing 
experience of living with her mother in eastern Queens, we learn that freedom and community 
can become uprooted when the bad situation of rent skyrocketing unexpectedly unfolds.  
For all of her life, Katie felt secure in her hometown of Bayside. For college, she chose to 
stay home while her siblings moved out at a young age. “Living in Bayside is peaceful and quiet. 
It’s a little taste of suburbia. There’s the convenience of everything on Francis Lewis Boulevard. 
The pizzeria called Pizzarama. The Chinese spot. The corner deli. The bars. It’s all there. I get to 
share this experience with my friends and mom. She’s like a roommate. Ever since college, I’ve 
helped her with a portion of the rent”, explained Katie. Growing up in Bayside, Katie had the 
freedom of convenience and a sense of community: small businesses to explore, expand her 
palate with friends and family, and make memories. As she transitioned into young adulthood, 
Katie decided it was due time to help her mother out with rent once she started college. “New 
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York City is expensive. I would rather live with my mother and help her out with rent than live 
with strangers”, she noted.  
The rent cost $1000 a month for their two-bedroom apartment. This rent stayed the same 
for over twenty years. “Then a month ago, we received notice from the management company. 
We couldn’t believe it. The rent jumped to $1850. This is very upsetting and stressful. We’re 
currently looking for a new place. We can’t afford that rent”, she explained. For all her life, 
Katie had felt secure living with her mother in a neighborhood that was home. In an instant, that 
security evolved into stress in dream city. The rent had jumped up by $850, which they both 
could not afford. As renters, they had no other option than to begin looking for an apartment that 
was affordable.  
As a native New Yorker, Katie was aware that rents had increased saliently in gentrifying 
neighborhoods like Astoria, Williamsburg and Harlem. However, “We never expected that to 
happen in Bayside. We have no choice. My mom and I started looking on Streeteasy, 
Realtor.com, Zillow. This is a huge reality check. Prices and money. We have found 1-bedrooms 
for $1900 in Flushing and Forest Hills. We saw some basement apartments, but they are small. 
We definitely want to stay in Queens. This is crunch time”. In dream city, where “time is 
money”, Katie and her mother were hit hard with a “reality check”. The freedom that Katie and 
her mother had of paying $1000 a month for a two-bedroom apartment over twenty years was 
gone in an instant. Now, they are both collectively navigating an expensive real estate market 
where rents are high and spaces are small. The “crunch time” they are experiencing has 
exacerbated their stress of being forced to leave their community of Bayside and of hopefully 
finding something they can afford.  
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“With this reality check, I thought about where I am in life. In my head, I think about the 
stigma of living with my mom. I’m 25. I should have my own place by now. Maybe it’s because 
my siblings moved out when they were younger. But now they tell me they wish they had stayed 
so they would have saved money”, noted Katie. The stress emanating from being displaced by a 
steep raise in rent caused Katie to be reflexive about her life. She feels a “stigma” about living 
with her mom given her age and, consequently, feels that she should have her own place. What is 
peculiar about her reflexivity is that she feels like an outsider in the housing cultural pattern of 
all in the family, when in reality the Pew Research Center reports that in 2016 roughly 7 million 
25- to 35-year-old millennials were living with their parents.12 Millennials in New York are 
confronted with some of the highest rents in the country, which limit their freedom of going solo. 
Katie feels a “stigma” in her life and yet across the country living at home with parents has 
become a growing cultural pattern. In fact, her siblings who moved out when they were younger 
now wish they could have stayed longer with their mother for the goal of saving money.  
In Summer’s all in the family experience, we learn that boomeranging creates a space for 
saving money and, at the same time, some ugly challenges. Summer, 28, is from the suburbs of 
Maryland. After high school, Summer decided to move to dream city for college in her search for 
personal freedom.  
During her college years, Summer rented an apartment with college roommates in the 
East Village neighborhood of Manhattan. Her parents covered both tuition and rent for her to 
focus on her studies. After graduating, Summer decided to stay in dream city as she had 
acclimated to the lifestyle and had created a sense of community with her college roommates. 
 
12 Richard Fry. 2017. “It’s Becoming More Common for Young Adults to Live at Home – and For Longer 
Stretches.” Pew Research Center May 5 http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2017/05/05/its-becoming-more-
common-for-young-adults-to-live-at-home-and-for-longer-stretches/ 
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With a degree in hand in audio engineering, Summer found freelance work and began to pay rent 
on her own in the East Village for a year. “We were living that glamorous New York City life. It 
was like the show Girls. We were busy with school, work, and partying. We threw parties on the 
rooftop of the tenement we lived in even though we weren’t supposed to. It really was a fun time. 
It was this community of young people. Everyone I knew lived in equally old shitty apartments, 
but we had fun”, Summer explained. The fun eventually ended, as roommates began new 
chapters in their lives and the lease was up. 
“The timing was perfect. My lease was up and my dad had just gotten this really great job 
in the city. He got an apartment in midtown and moved in with my mom. I reached out to them 
to move in as well. I wanted to save money. That was the priority”, she explained. Summer made 
the decision and boomeranged. She continued: “Looking back at those three years that I lived 
with my parents, if it wasn’t for the money I would have moved out earlier”. In navigating the 
housing cultural pattern of all in the family, Summer experienced her freedom curtailed for those 
three years as moving back in with the family manifested conflict. “I don’t want to sound 
ungrateful. I was not paying rent. I was a freelancer at the time and my income was very unstable 
and inconsistent. But during that time, I remember fighting a lot with my dad because he’s very 
intense about career stuff. It really was an intense period of friction”, she added. As a millennial 
who boomeranged, Summer experienced conflict and stress as her father confronted her about 
work and launching her career. This proved overwhelming.  
There were other challenges. “We converted the two-bedroom in Midtown to a three-
bedroom. My dad wakes up super early, so I wasn’t getting enough sleep. I would get some 
freelance work here and there and when I would come home sometimes they had friends over. I 
felt like a child as if they were expecting me to socialize with their friends. Are they judging me 
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for living with my parents? I couldn’t shake that feeling even though I knew plenty of other 
young people in my situation too”, noted Summer. In boomeranging, Summer had to navigate 
her dad pressuring her about work alongside his early morning schedule that prevented her from 
sleeping adequately and perceived judgments from her parents’ friends. Summer felt 
uncomfortable, since she felt expected to socialize: “This was hard for me since I’m introverted. 
I like having my own space. But I really couldn’t since we all lived together. Over time, I started 
feeling this intense desire to be independent”. 
Summer’s initial search for personal freedom as a millennial led her to dream city for 
college. In her college years, her freedom was unlimited as her parents paid for her rent and she 
found community through other like-minded college friends who were eager to explore the 
“glamorous” lifestyle of New York City. The dream of living in New York was fulfilled, but 
with challenges of finding stable work in audio engineering she moved back in with her family. 
In those three years of boomeranging, Summer was able to save money as she intended although 
it came with navigating stresses that curtailed her freedom. At the end of the third year of all in 
the family and dealing with perennial arguments with her dad about her career, Summer found a 
full-time job with a good salary. Once this occurred, Summer’s dad “backed off”. In that 
moment, Summer thanked her parents for their help and, because she had an “intense desire to be 
independent”, she ventured back into the world of roommate poker. In finding a shared 
apartment in Brooklyn with millennials like herself, Summer found freedom and community that 





Housing, the Pursuit of Freedom and Success  
 In the millennial search for a home in dream city, the interviews revealed three distinct 
housing cultural patterns: roommate poker, going solo, and all in the family. In each cultural 
pattern, millennials navigated the good, the bad, and ugly of living with roommates, living alone, 
and living with family. As these millennials pursued American success in the context of an 
expensive New York City, they found that each cultural pattern revealed enjoyable and 
challenging aspects. Freedom, paying rent, and a sense of community were navigated as 
millennials felt enabled and constrained in their search for a home.  
 For some millennials, it was their first time in dream city. For others, they had grown up 
in this large, densely populated, and heterogenous city. Both, however, experienced a multitude 
of stresses in finding housing in a metropolis where the clock is always ticking as “time is 
money”. Some were successful in their pursuits, while others felt overwhelmed by the 
demanding nature of finding and keeping housing. As one interviewee noted: “It’s a job keeping 
















And, maybe, here lies the answer to the question of why people  
in our culture try so rarely to learn this art, in spite of their 
obvious failures: in spite of the deep-seated craving for love, 
almost everything else is considered to be more important 
than love: success, prestige, money, power—almost all our 
 energy is used for the learning of how to achieve these aims, 
and almost none to learn the art of loving.  




 In dream city, post-millennials and millennials pursue their dreams of American success. 
As new American generations, their pursuit of success can be found and studied across the 
contexts of school, work, and housing in New York City as it is culturally understood as an 
“urban American Dream”. Their lived experiences of going to college, finding work in a 
competitive labor market, and searching for a home in an expensive real estate market reveal that 
these new generations are in a social location typified by common cultural patterns of “time is 
money” and stress. Across the interviews, post-millennials and millennials commonly articulated 
feeling stressed about time and money in their pursuit of their dreams of American success --- all 
of which centered questions of individual freedom in a context of neoliberalism capitalism. The 
empirical data provided by the in-depth interviews thus refutes the original hypothesis of this 
project, which argued that the American zeitgeist is a zeitgeist of anxiety. Rather, post-
millennials’ and millennials’ lived experiences in dream city indicate that the American zeitgeist 
is one of stress. What are the implications of this finding? In answering this question, we may 
create a space to provide cultural and policy implications that perhaps will allow us to rethink 
our way of existing as a people.  
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The Pursuit of the Dream 
 In the spirit of C. Wright Mills (1959), if we employ our sociological imagination, we 
will find that the private troubles of post-millennials and millennials experiencing stress, in their 
pursuit of their college, work, and housing dreams, are wedded to the public issue of achieving 
American success.   
 The post-millennial and millennial generations have grown up in a historical period of 
neoliberalism capitalism. In this political-economic context, young people have inherited a 
society marked by class inequality and, concomitantly, differential access to resources. 
Alongside this, they have internalized a culture that endows achieving American success with 
symbolic power and places it on a pedestal.  
In their personal lives, they conveyed feeling stressed in college to successfully get 
grades, internships, and make it to graduation. As they navigated the everyday of college, their 
experiences brought to light a cultural pattern of “time is money” (Simmel 1903) that required 
everyday calculations. This was evidenced as post-millennials spoke of time in the form of a 
time investment (investing in their future by going to college and paying tuition), time deficit 
(not having enough time for school, work, family, and friends), and time guilt (feeling guilty that 
they were not spending every waking hour studying). Moreover, they connected this stress over 
school to entering the labor market once they graduated as they provided a vocabulary that 
frames college as central to professionalization. This was evidenced across CUNY, NYU and 
Columbia as post-millennials’ experiences were part of a professional triad: school-internship-
labor market. In their lives, investing time in this professional triad will increase their chances of 
achieving American success even if it meant navigating stress that led role conflict, foregoing 
sleep and creating meaningful friendships for some.  Many spoke of their college dreams being 
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manifested by these public and private universities, while others conveyed experiences of their 
college dreams being deferred. These universities are both vectors of mobility and immobility, 
depending on how students fare in their college careers and how well they can handle the stress 
of a culture of overwork. 
This culture of overwork – famously noted in Juliet Schor’s (1991) The Overworked 
American – was saliently evidenced too in the work lives of millennials, as they navigate an 
economic system of neoliberal capitalism that offers challenging job prospects in comparison to 
previous American generations (Grusky, Mattingly, Varner & Garlow 2019). In the context of 
New York, millennials’ experiences of navigating the labor market were framed as well through 
the cultural patterns of “time is money” and stress. As a generation, Millennial “workaholics” 
and “hustlers” sell their time in exchange for money in the form of hourly wages and salaries. 
Both “workaholics” and “hustlers” are pursuing American success across myriad labor sectors: 
government, hospitality, technology, and construction.  
As they do so, they experience different stresses like the post-millennial generation. 
Time, as a resource, is invested in to pursuing the dream of American success by becoming 
teachers, lawyers, social workers, coders, artists, and hotel desk agents. In their pursuit, 
workaholics and hustlers navigate stresses of getting paid more, on time, and finding full-time 
positions that provide job security. A language of navigating “shit pay” and “bullshit” was a 
common feature among workaholics. In some extreme cases, the cultural pattern of workaholics 
led to burnout and boredom. The hustler experienced having to problem solve stress in their day-
to-day work life. For both workaholics and hustlers, however, they navigated stress in dream city 
above all to survive in an expensive metropolis which counters the cultural depictions of 
millennials as “slackers” and “lazy”. The data reveals that millennials seek meaningful labor 
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with job security alongside a flexible work-life balance rather than performing a set of routinized 
tasks at work to materially survive in everyday life.  
The stress that young people navigate in their everyday lives is not solely germane to the 
spheres of school and work. This stress seeps into the dream of living in New York City, as it is 
interpreted by millennials as symbolic of success to live in a city deemed desirable due its world-
renown cultural life. In their search for a home in dream city, the interview data presented 
cultural patterns of roommate poker, going solo, and all in the family. For each of these, good, 
bad, and ugly housing experiences manifested laden with stress over personal freedom, paying 
rent, and a sense of community in an epoch of gentrification. Millennials in dream city --- those 
raised there and those new to the metropolis --- find themselves navigating the stresses of “time 
pressure” and “crunch time” to find a home. In this process, the stress mutates into contexts of 
feeling stressed about finding and living with roommates, living alone, or with family. In 
addition, they must deal with stresses of brokers fees, landlords, and being part of the 
community. In some accounts, millennials gave birth to a language of alienation and loneliness 
as they felt separateness from their roommates, neighbors and community as neighborhoods 
gentrify.  
Overall, the everyday lives of post-millennials and millennials indicate that New York 
presents a multitude of challenges for young people. There are policy implications here to 
account for. In context of school, the interviews support the policy recommendation that for both 
public and private schools, state investment in scholarships for tuition, college advisors, and 
mental health counselors are needed as young people find themselves stretched thin juggling 
school, internships, part-time or full-time jobs. In the field of work, a key policy 
recommendation is creating job opportunities that offer job security, good wages, and a work-life 
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balance that can prevent a culture of workaholism and burnout. Lastly, in the realm of housing, 
New Yorkers would greatly benefit from an abolishment of broker fees and an investment in rent 
control and rent-subsidized apartments as living in dream city becomes increasingly challenging 
as rental prices skyrocket, and, concomitantly, displacement of poor and working-class people of 
color metastasizes given the gentrification of urban communities. As the historian Joshua 
Freeman (2000) notes, in the immediate aftermath of World War II the labor movement was 
successful in pushing for rent-control laws that allowed working-class New Yorkers to 
successfully stay in their culturally rich neighborhoods.  
The “private troubles” of experiencing amplified stresses amongst post-millennials and 
millennials is in fact wedded to the public issue of pursuing American success. The body of 
research presented in this dissertation calls for an interrogation and rethinking of our American 
culture’s emphasis on success. The pursuit of success is not just creating a multitude of stresses 
across school, work, and housing, for these American generations. Moreover, it is also creating a 
feeling of separateness among young people as they feel, a lá Mills (1959), “trapped” in their 
private worlds. The cultural pursuit of success is reproducing dynamics of power and 
powerlessness in everyday life, which reinforces an unequal class order rooted in neoliberalism 
capitalism given the competition over going to college, limited job opportunities, and housing. 
Everyday life feels like a “race against time” in a society where pecuniary success is placed on a 
pedestal. The post-millennial and millennial generations may perhaps reorganize American 
society’s cultural goals if they begin to challenge the meaning of what success is and spearhead a 
cultural understanding that moves beyond pursuing pecuniary success to building community 
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